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Jaleesa M Watkins. Spilling Over: A Collection of Short Stories. (Under the direction of
Mary Carroll-Hackett.) Department of English and Modem Languages, April 2013.
This thesis, Spilling Over: A Collection ofShort Stories, explores the concept of
finding your place in the world. Nowhere is an individual more tested in discovering their
own identity, their purpose, their place, than in direct relation to familial influence. In this
collection, this idea of influence and growth into an individual, translates into a focus on
the changing interactions in a family unit.
My characters are individuals in the midst of acknowledging a change in their
family dynamics. These changes are sometimes unavoidable, such as reactions to death,
disease, pregnancy, or divorce, which cause immediate changes within a family creating
both conflict and tension. Characters discover negative and positive aspects of family,
while they expand their understanding of how their family functions and their place in it.
"Snapping Beans," "A Staying Hand," and several other short stories investigate
positive changes that are made by the main character. These changes suggest a desire to
strengthen family bonds. "Bottles," for example, follows Arthur. He comes to a
realization that his alcoholism, exacerbated by his wife's death, isolates him from his
family. His disgust with the situation leaves the impression that he will make a positive
change that will bring him closer to his family. Not every character comes to a positive
realization about family. "White Hydrangea" leads Karin to an understanding that both of
her parents are imperfect. Not a positive view of family. But realizing that parents are
people too is often difficult, and, to a certain degree, a disappointing realization for some
children to come to. Stories, like "White Hydrangea" challenges the stereotype of a

happy family, living in peaceful coexistence, in favor of the more turbulent family that
has painful moments and miscommunications.
"Nothing to Do with Nothing," "Save Yourself," and "Technicolor" are perhaps
the only three stories that seem less invested in the concept of discovery of self through
family. However, I would argue that "Nothing to Do with Nothing" is family focused,
concerning itself with the concept of family values and how those values influences an
individual's actions. "Thanks to Molly" and "Technicolor," on the other hand, repackages
the idea of identity in relation to family into identity in society. Their rejection of social
norms reveals their identity, good or bad.

Table of Contents

"White Hydrangea"

············································································ 1

"A Small House"

············································································7

"Playing Pretend"

.......................................................................... 14

"Thanks to Molly"

··········································································20

"Homes and Houses"

··········································································28

"Bottles"

··········································································34

"Better Family"

··········································································38

"Nothing To Do With Nothing"

··········································································47

"A Staying Hand"

··········································································61

"For You and Yours"

··········································································65

"We Fought, There Was Nowhere to Go"

··········································································74

"Technicolor"

··········································································75

"Bean Snapping"

··········································································83

White Hydrangea

Fourteen-year-old Karin sat on the hot cement of her back patio, staring across the
backyard at the overgrown shrubs peppered with white hydrangeas. Her mother, Gale,
had planted the shrubs when Karin was born. Her mother had raised them. Smelled of
them. Now, her mother smelled like cigarettes and the hydrangeas were overgrown.
Karin closed her eyes. Soon, she wouldn't have the hydrangeas either.
The custody battle was over. Karin didn't live there anymore.
Gale stormed out onto the patio, with a gym bag, full of Karin's things, slung over
her shoulder. She bent down and pulled Karin to her feet, her hand tucked under Karin's
armpit. Gale spun back towards the patio door to leave, but Karin's grandmother had
filled up the door with her plump, squat body. Her walking stick thudded on the concrete
as she said, "You low down woman! Can't he say goodbye to his girl? Don't you owe
him that?"
Gale swung back outside, dragging Karin by the arm and speeding around the
house towards the front yard. Karin stumbled on dry clumps of grass, twisting her head to
stare at the hydrangea petals shriveling on the ground. She didn't know if she would see
them again.
"After what you did! Destroying the family! That other family?" Karin's
grandmother stopped as Gale scowled at her. Her grandmother's mouth opened and
closed. Her eyes darted at Karin.
Karin already knew about it all. She had known about her mother making secret
calls to a man from her workplace. Her nights out. Karin had said nothing. She had hoped

2

that nothing would change. After all, divorce sounded like a messy word when her
friends mentioned it at school. But the discovery of her mother's adultery, and the
divorce that followed, had struck her family like lightning anyway.
Karin watched another white petal fall to the ground.
Her grandmother began again. "You so low! Her daddy's at work!" She tottered
after Karin and Gale. Her face twisted, tears making her skin shine more than the sweat.
"You don't deserve her! You didn't deserve him neither!"
Gale pushed Karin into the passenger seat of the old Honda convertible, tossing
the gym bag onto her daughter's lap. Karin gripped the bag. She didn't know what her
mother had grabbed from her room and stuffed inside. She didn't know if she could
forgive her mother for uprooting her without a hint of regret. Karin shuddered, hunched
over, and started to cry. Gale slammed the door shut and Karin's grandmother began to
groan, "Lord. Oh, Lord, do something ..."
Her grandmother followed Gale to the driver's side. "You eat, and wipe your
mouth, and say, I have done no wickedness."
Proverbs 30:20. She had been preaching from the bible with vehemence ever
since Gale won custody and begged things from God-wishing Gale misfortune-as if
He were Satan. Karin had started to fear that one of her prayers would come true and
prove God less merciful than she believed. Her grandmother broke out and screamed,
"He's counting your sins! And He'll punish you!"
She hurried around to Karin's window as Gale started the car. She drew the cross,
kissed her gnarled hand, and pressed her palm to the window. "He'll collect on her! And
you'll be back to us!"
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Karin shrunk further into her bag, away from the window.
Gale backed out of the driveway, tires screeching as she pulled away. Karin
turned in her seat to glance back. Her grandmother was still shouting on the lawn, her
hand stretched up towards the sun. Gale pressed her pumps down on the pedal, and then
turned on the radio, increasing the volume until Karin's crying and the seat belt chime
was drowned out.
Several songs later, Gale turned the music down again. She eased her foot off of
the gas, glanced at Karin, and said, "Put on your seat belt."
Karin didn't move.
"Put on your seat belt!"
Karin fumbled for the belt. She began to shake as she tried to lock it.
"Jesus!" Her mother reached over and forced the seatbelt closed.
Karin let the gym bag collapse between her knees. She wiped her face on her t
shirt's collar, murmuring, "I-I don't have my homework."
"If you'd packed, you would've had your homework," said her mother, scratching
around in the car's compartments and under the arm rest for her Newport cigarettes. She
mashed down the car's cigarette lighter. "If you'd been ready to go, you would've had
your homework!"
"I didn't know you were coming!" Karin hiccupped for breath.
"I won custody! You knew I was coming!"
The cigarette lighter popped. Gale juggled the lighter and the cigarette, pressing
the tip into the red-hot coil. The car swerved as she stuck it back into place. "He knew!
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He should've had everything ready! He just wanted to make me do this! Make me look
evil!"
"He wasn't even home!" Karin fell into crying again.
Her mother turned up the volume. Karin stopped crying, put her hands over her
ears and screamed over the music. "Why'd you even want me!"
Gale lowered the volume. She shifted around in her seat, frowning at the
windshield. Her hands moved with a frantic, desperate flail. "What are you saying? I
can't want my daughter? My child? Am I some monster?" She nodded at the windshield.
"Your grandma would make me out to be a monster. Like her son had nothing to do with
it."
Karin pressed her forehead against her window. Gale murmured something about
monsters and hell and sins. Karin wiped her nose with her hand. "Where are we going?"
"A motel," said her mother with a shrug of her thin shoulders. "We'll move into
our new apartment when it stops smelling like paint." She breathed out smoke. Karin
coughed and her mother kept smoking anyway. The car fogged, forcing Karin to crack
open the window. A hydrangea petal, trapped in the rubber between the window and
glass, floated onto the dashboard.
Her mother had taken up smoking when Karin's father started spending more time
away from home. Then she had stopped caring for the hydrangeas. Karin had noticed
even then, three years ago. A gap. A widening. Perhaps Karin's father was to blame.
The motel was off the highway, old and neon green. Karin's mother pulled into
the near empty lot. The motel's shadows were deepening as the sun sank lower. Without
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turning off the engine, Gale got out of the car, hesitated, and said, "Stay here. Don't you
move."
Karin sniffled, staring straight ahead at room number twenty. She gathered up the
hem of her t-shirt and scrubbed at her burning face. She imagined getting out of the car
and going away. Going anywhere. Even going back in time to when her mother smelled
of flowers. When her father was always at home.
Her mother's heels clacked as she ran to the motel's office. Karin picked at the
hydrangea petal on the dashboard. Its soft pearl color was turning brownish at the edges.
Karin coughed on the lingering smoke and rolled down her window some more. Her
mother's voice echoed over the lot as she greeted the clerk at the desk. The sound of stray
gravel, crunching underfoot, drew Karin's eyes out towards the road.
A man in a black suit walked across the lot as natural and ominous as a crow in
flight. His steps were slow. He walked down the middle of the lot, paused a few feet from
the car, and deviated to approach Karin's window.
Karin touched the window control on her arm rest, but didn't press it. In the dark,
the man's eyes were like little coals, even as he bent closer to the window the way a
police officer would lean to glance into a car. He took a small book, leather-bound and
crimson, out of his breast pocket and then a pen. He touched the pen to the paper and
waited.
Karin wiped her nose, sniffling. She glanced towards the motel's office. Her
mother's sins were on the tip of her tongue, and for a moment Karin was angry enough to
tell them. She let the bruised hydrangea petal roll around in her palm.
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"But God forgives sins. Doesn't he?" Karin asked. She looked at him. He lifted
the pen from the paper, neither angry or happy, nor disapproving or approving. He
offered both the pen and book to her. Karin stared at him, wiping her cheeks with the
back of her hands.
Her mother's heels clacked on the blacktop as she walked back to the car.
"Karin, we're in room twenty-two!" Gale opened the Honda's trunk, and tugged
at a suitcase. "Get out and help me with this! Karin?"
When Karin didn't respond, her mother looked up and across the parking lot,
where the man in the black suit was walking towards the road. Gale let the luggage fall
back into the trunk. She rushed around the car to Karin's window.
Karin looked at her with red-rimmed eyes. The leather-bound book in her hands
with no pen to write with.
"What were you thinking? Did that person give you that! Don't read it! Don't
even touch it!" Gale yanked the book out of Karin's hands. She flipped through the
pages, squinting at the words. Pressed hydrangea petals slipped out and fluttered around
her feet. She dropped the book as if spiders had crawled out of the pages onto her hands.
Karin opened the car door. She snatched the book from the ground and folded it to
her chest. She held it tight, pressing it into her body and into her heart.
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A Small House

In a room not much wider than her arms could stretch, Bailey hunched over a
sewing machine, foot working the pedal, quick fingers running along the blouses silky
red fabric she fed through to a whirring needle. Stacks of fabric littered the room: suits to
let out, toddler's jumpers to patch up, and dresses to alter. Baskets of multicolored spools,
yarn, and needle-studded pincushions were scattered around like debris. Bailey squinted
through her thick glasses, frown lines deepening as the fabric inched under the needle.
"Mama!"
Bailey's straight line, etched into the crimson fabric, veered off to the left. She
lifted her foot off the pedal, yanking the fabric from under the needle. Ten-year-old Hilda
thundered up the stairs to her door. "Georgette pulled my hair! We were playing and-"
"I am working, Hilda!" Bailey stretched out the fabric with one hand and pointed
at her mistake. "Look what you made me do? What do I tell you? Do not bother me while
I'm working! Why are you running through the house-Making all that noise?"
"Mama ... I-"
"Go outside." Bailey snatched up a stitch remover from a drawer overflowing
with spools. The spools spilled out, tumbling out of the drawer, and disappeared into the
clutter.
"But Mama, it's raining ... "
"Then clean, cook, read. I don't care." She bent over the fabric, prying at the
stitches. The wrinkles under her eyes darkened."You see Mama is busy. Mama has an
order to fill! You see this!"
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"I'm sorry, Mama," Hilda murmured to the worn carpet. She drew away from the
door.
Downstairs, the phone rang.
Hilda returned to the door, bright eyed and eager. "I'll get it for you, Mama!"
Bailey groaned as Hilda's steps boomed down the hall. She dragged herself out of
her chair, forgetting to leave the blouse behind, and strode down the stairs. For several
years now the two-story Victorian house, on the edge of town, had been converted into a
small fabric store. Rolls of fabric leaned against the walls and rested on shelves,
untouched for weeks. If her husband were still alive, he had had a good head for best and
would have known how to sell them all. She glanced over the wasted fabric, sighed, and
pushed open the saloon-styled doors into her kitchen, clutching the crimson blouse in one
hand. She scanned the kitchen, frowning at four-year-old Georgette and the Smuckers
blueberry jelly smeared all over her and the table. Bailey snatched the cordless receiver
out of Hilda's hands. She pressed it to her chest, gesturing at Georgette. "Why would you
give her jelly? Take it away from her now!"
Hilda stumbled away from Bailey. Surprise blurred into anger as she turned on
her sister. Her face flushed red, but her voice was quiet as she hurried over to Georgette.
"Give that to me, Georgette!"
"Yes, Ms. Dudley, I have that order for you. It's ready. Yes," Bailey said, pacing.
She rested a hand on her narrow hip and took a deep breath. Finally, she noticed the
blouse in her hand, shaking her head. "In two hours? Yes, I'll have it."
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Georgette struggled with Hilda, smearing jelly on both of their clothes. Then, she
began to cry-big, bawling wails-and she pulled Hilda's hair with a sticky hand. Hilda
cried out, shoving Georgette to the floor.
"Thank you for your business," Bailey said in a rush, hanging up the phone and
hurrying over to Georgette. She tossed the blouse onto the table as she ran. "What did
you do, Hilda! Why would you push your sister?"
She picked Georgette up by the armpits to bring her to her chest, but paused at
the sight of the blue stains on her clothes. Bailey looked at Hilda's clothes, and then the
table, dappled with jelly. Georgette screamed as her mother set her down onto her feet
with the careless speed of a falling elevator. Bailey snatched the blouse from the table,
her fingers seeking out the stains, one after another.
Georgette suddenly stopped crying, hiccupping and scrubbing her eyes. Hilda
stood, frozen, next to Georgette's chair. She dropped her hands to her sides, eyes
widening as she looked from the floor where Georgette fell, to the blouse, and then to her
mother.Hilda moved around the chair towards her. "Mama-"
"Look ...Look what you've done." Bailey rushed to the sink, turning the blouse
inside out. She spun the tap for cold water, thrusting the fabric under the faucet as it
spurted out. Her hands shook as she scrubbed at the stains. "Only two hours to fix it!
Only two! And look!"
She ignored Georgette as her child stood up with tears in her eyes, reaching out
for her. Bailey tensed when Georgette made a whimpering cry. Hilda surged forward,
grabbing her sister's sticky hand. She swept her towards the door and the stairs.
"Look what you made me do, Hilda!"

Hilda froze. She twisted around, staring at the motion of Bailey's back as she
scrubbed the blouse.
"How will I do this now?" Bailey left the tap running and ran to the pantry,
pulling out Value Brand detergent. Her steps thudded on the floor as she raced back. She
banged the detergent down onto the counter, making Hilda and Georgette jump.
Georgette's sniffling heightened to a whimpering whine and Bailey braced her hands on
the sink. "Hilda, clean up Georgette."
Her voice had tumbled out harshly. Georgette fell into crying again, Hilda
dragged her sister out of the kitchen as her mother spun around, the wet blouse in her
hand dripping onto the floor. Georgette's muffled sobs echoed through the house.
Bailey squeezed the blouse in her hands. She pressed the wet cloth to her face.
Georgette's wailing died down. The pipes rattled and the sink shuddered. Bailey dropped
the blouse into the soapy sink and turned off the water. She looked up at the clock
mounted on the wall, resting her hands in the sink, and then she glanced over her
shoulder at the mess on the table. She turned back to scrub at the stains.
*

"To stretch the stitches," Bailey said, spreading the damp blouse onto the counter
and pointing at the seams. "Water helps stretch the stitches. You see?"
"Is that so?" Ms. Dudley, leaned over the blouse, squinting. She shrugged her
prim little shoulders and glanced around the fabric store, her eyes settling on Hilda,
watching through the rails of the banister. Ms. Dudley cleared her throat. She reached
into her purse. "How much will that be?"
"Twenty-five."
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Ms. Dudley counted out thirty dollars. She pushed it across the counter as Bailey
folded the blouse and packaged it in plastic and then reached into the cash draw for
change. Ms. Dudley waved in a dismissive fashion and retrieved her package. "No need.
You do great work, take it as a tip."
Bailey straightened up taller. She handed Ms. Dudley four dollars and some
change. "Minus the tax, Ms. Dudley."
"Oh," Ms. Dudley said, taking the money and sliding it into her jean pocket. She
glanced at Hilda again, and then she gave Bailey a small nod. "I'll visit again."
"Thank you for your business." Bailey didn't smile, standing stiff and tall. She
stared at Ms. Dudley until she left the store. When the door closed, Bailey breathed out a
long breath and rubbing her forehead as she walked towards the stairs. Hilda scrambled
up to the second floor. Bailey watched her disappear into the room next to the staircase,
which her daughters shared. Georgette wandered up to the door, looking up at Bailey
from a distance, her chubby face swollen from crying. Bailey opened her mouth to speak,
but Georgette fled back into the room.
Another sigh swelled in Bailey's chest. She returned to the cluttered workroom,
gathered orders scattered around the room. She moved with the distracted motion of
someone dwelling in a dream, stumbling over her chair that tipped over and toppled into
a pile of baskets with various odds and ends of elastic, buttons, and zippers. Bailey tossed
down the orders into a makeshift pile. She waded over to this new mess, but hesitated. A
silver picture frame poked out of the clutter.
Bailey fished it out. She drew her fingers over her husband's picture, lingering
over his smiling eyes, crinkling at the corners. He had opened the store, bringing her to
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see it blindfolded. "This will be ours. Our children will have this. You'll like it, we'll
work for ourselves now," he said, showing her the supplies he had already purchased, the
thick rolls of upholstery fabrics and sewing patterns he planned to peddle to housewives.
He had shown her the sewing room for the first time: a tidy room, with a clean work
bench and a new sewing machine.
Now, Bailey glanced at the chaos around her. She bowed her head, pressed the
picture to her chest. She shook her head at it all. "This? This isn't what we wanted."
Bailey walked out of the workroom, closing the door behind her. She stood in the
hall with the picture in her hands. In the girls' bedroom, Georgette giggled. Bailey went
to her daughters, setting the frame on a bookshelf by the door.
Hilda was lying on one of the twin beds as Georgette played on the other, tossing
a ragdoll that Bailey had sewn for her into the air. When Bailey came into the room,
Hilda rolled over to face the wall. Georgette stopped playing, poking at the doll's button
eyes with her thumbs.
"Would you like me to read to you, Georgette?" Bailey searched the bookshelf
and found Georgette's favorite book, "Curious George." But when she looked up
Georgette was shaking her head no. Bailey let her finger rest on the book's spine. Against
the cold, Bailey wrapped her arms around herself.
She went to the window. Between the two beds, she pushed the curtains aside.
Bailey looked outside at the drenched trees and the water draining away after the heavy
rain. "I think we must move."
"Move?" Hilda asked the wall.
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"Keeping the store is ... difficult," Bailey said. She gazed out of the window, her
fingers intertwining and tugging apart. "The fabric doesn't sell now.The bills ... It's
hard for us. A small home would be better."
"What about the store, Mama?"
"I won't miss it." Bailey sank down to rest on Hilda's bed. She reached for Hilda,
hesitated, then placed her hand on her small back, rubbing the way she used to when
Hilda was younger.Georgette climbed off her bed, leaving her doll behind to look out of
the window. Hilda didn't roll over, or move to stop her mother's hand.
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Playing Pretend

In the baking July heat, Everett trudged down the sidewalk. Fourteen-years-old,
he waited as the traffic lights changed at the crosswalk. An old woman winced at him and
Everett turned his face away, hiding a black eye and the bruises on his cheek.
He once had plans to meet his friends at the basketball court. But, last night, his
father had asked him to go in the morning and fetch his mother's prescriptions from the
pharmacy. His father had stood in a wrinkled business suit, staring at a prescription label
with several pharmaceutical bottles spread around the porcelain sink and an empty pill
box. He had frowned, shaking his head. "I haven't had the time."
"I don't want to." Everett stopped in the doorway. "Why can't she go?"
His father struggled to close the cap to a prescription bottle, his shoulders
squaring as his hands exerted more pressure. "She can't go."
"But there's nothing wrong with her."
His father had slammed the bottle down, gesturing at the sink. "Even with all
this-" He hesitated and took a deep breath. "Just do what I asked you."
Everett glanced at the bottles on the sink and clenched his fist. His mother had
been in the kitchen down the hall, humming-"You Are My Sunshine"-her favorite
song even when he was a baby. That day, her voice wandered as if she could only
remember the melody. Everett had crossed his arms and said in a loud voice, "Mom's
fine! She can do this stuff by herself!"
And his father had hit him.
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Everett had lain flat on the hallway floor, shocked. Hearing the thud, Everett's
mother ran from the kitchen. She helped Everett to his bed, giving his father a long
look-more questioning than angry.
As Everett's mother searched for the first aid kit, his father had apologized and
paced in the hallway with his weary face to turned down to the floor, saying, over and
over again, "I'm tired. I'm just too tired. Do what I asked you to do."
The crosswalk lights changed. Everettjogged to the CVS in an old shopping
center. He stopped at the door to wipe sweat from his face and smooth down his hair.
Cool air rushed out when he entered the store. Everett looked over at the cashier, the lady
comparing mascara at the cosmetics display, and the kids playing with toys while her
back was turned. He wandered towards the back of the CVS, to the pharmacy,joining a
short line behind a man, who was well dressed and kept checking his watch every few
seconds.
In front of this man was a girl, maybe a college student. Everett's eyes lingered on
her legs, tan and slender. She stood a respectful distance away from an old man and
woman, talking to the pharmacist at the counter. The old man stared up at the ceiling. He
murmured to himself, "Or was it Razadyne?"
Razadyne. Everett stuck his hands into his pockets. His mother would stuff empty
prescription bottles with tiny odds and ends. Marbles. Tacks. Buttons. A few labels read
Razadyne. His mother would let him use the leftover bottles to make buildings. But he
didn't know how old any of the bottles were. He didn't know how long she had been
taking pills or if those pills did anything at all. She was his mother. Always smiling and
humming her favorite song.
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With one arm clasping her husband's, the old woman waved a thin,knobby hand.
"That made you nauseous," she said. She leaned closer to the counter and said to the
pharmacist, "Can't you check your computer? It's for the Alzheimer's."
The pharmacist,a woman Everett knew,smiled at the girl behind the couple, who
had started fidgeting,playing with her key chain and her hair. She smiled at Everett too.
Her name was Anna,a nursing student who babysat for Everett's family.
Everett gave Anna a quick nod and turned his bruised cheek away,fingering a
rack of sunglasses.The display squeaked on its pivot as he spun it.A pair of sunglasses
slipped off and clattered to the gray carpet.Everett fumbled to put them back.
In the little mirror mounted on the rack,he caught a glimpse of his own reflection.
The color of his bruises had changed. He almost touched his fingertips to the tinge of
yellow,but stuffed his hands into his pockets instead.
"That sounds about right," the old woman said.She nodded,wrinkles deepening
as she smiled with false teeth. She lifted her purse onto the counter with a groan and dug
around among old receipts and pens for her wallet."Let's see ...How much was that
again?"
The man in front of Everett looked at his watch again.He grumbled and left the
line, hurrying towards the exit. Everett took a step forward. He felt in his pockets for the
money his father had given him.He wasn't sure of how much the prescriptions would
cost, since he never paid attention when he went to the pharmacy with his father.Everett
didn't even know what he was supposed to sign with the pens.
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The old man turned a little to his right,looking at a rack of bibles.Everett
watched him reach for a pocket-sized starter for children,pause,and then tum back to his
wife. He didn't look as if anything was wrong with him either.
The tanned girl in front of him moved forward. She said,"Laurette.I've just got
the one."
The old couple shuffled away from the pharmacy arm in arm-the older woman
steering her husband with the slightest tug.In one hand,she clutched the pharmacy bag.
Everett wondered if she went home looking tired like his father.He stared after them,
trying to see whether the old woman was still smiling,but couldn't tell,even as he leaned
way over to catch a glimpse.
When he turned back,the Laurette girl was already walking away. Everett moved
up to the counter, spreading out the money.
Anna winced. "What happened to you?"
"Nothing," Everett murmured,pushing the money across the counter. His cheeks
reddened as he avoided her eyes.He located his father's note in the bills,a ripped piece
of notepad paper, and handed it to Anna."I'm picking up my mom's meds."
"Oh." Anna read the note, frowning.
"A neighbor's sitting with my mom.I've got to get back soon."
"Well ..." Anna squinted at the note then at Everett.Her nose scrunched.The
same look she used to give him when he begged for a brownie before dinner. She smiled
and turned to the wall of prescriptions ready for pick-up."Well,okay. Since I know your
dad and all."
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Everett put his hands in his pockets, looking down at the sign-out sheet.
Middleton. The old couple had been Mr. and Mrs. Middleton. Anna dropped three paper
bags onto the counter, scanning the barcodes.
Everett picked through them, shaking his head. "I was just supposed to get one.
Just mom's."
Anna looked at the note again. "These are your mom's prescriptions."
"This is Zoloft." Everett pointed at the name. "That's the stuff on TV. They're-"
"Anti-depressants."Anna nodded, turning to the money on the counter.
Everett stared at her. Last night, his mother had pressed a cold pack to his eye,
and scolded his father. He remembered her smile when she saw that the swelling had
gone down by morning.
His mother didn't need Zoloft.
Everett glanced over his shoulder as a customer walked up to stand behind him
an old woman. She looked like an average person too. Was she sick? What was wrong
with her? Everett crushed the fragile paper of the prescription bags together. A queasiness
spread through his stomach. "Did you know about it? That my mom was sick?"
Anna hesitated. She slid the leftover coins over the counter, picked up the sign
out pen and laid it just below the last name entry. She shook her head. "I didn't know
what it was, at first." She opened the cash register. "She acted a little strange sometimes."
Anna laughed. "Once, she thought I was a kid from the neighborhood."
Everett stared down at the pen. His mother did forget things. She would forget he
wasn't eight years old or that the neighbors weren't strangers. He had started to think of it
as a game she liked to play. He had been happy to play along.
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Everett picked up the pen with a grimace. His mother wasn't playing a game.
Something had always been wrong with her. Everett let the pen hover over the paper.
"What am I supposed to write?"
Anna stopped laughing. She pointed at the bottom line. "Just sign your name here,
next to the sticker, and the date here."
Everett bent over the sign-out sheet and penned his name in slow cursive. Anna
smiled at the customer behind him. When he lifted his head, she said, "Are you sure that
you're all right?"
He shrugged, pouring the leftover change into his pocket. "Yeah, I'm just tired."
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Thanks to Molly

Pam should have done something after hearing about the accident-called, asked
if she could help in any way-but she never did. A little girl had died in a hit-and-run
under her sister's supervision during a play date with Pam's seven-year-old niece,Rita.
The rumors had been vicious."I can't imagine how she let it happen," their mother,a
born and raised gossip,had said on the phone. She had even added with a musing tone,
"What in the world was she doing?I tell you what; nobody in town can figure it out."
Now,Pam's thirty-year-old sister,standing in the drizzling rain under an over
sized umbrella,engulfing her frail,wiry frame under its black shadow,said,"My
neighbors won't stop talking about that girl! I've heard them ...Three weeks and they
still won't stop."
On the front porch of her house,Pam stood clutching her housecoat around her
plump body.Twenty-eight,she glanced back in her living room at her niece,sitting on
the pull-out couch with an overnight bag on her lap. Pale and gaunt,Rita looked as
haggard as her mother.
Pam closed the door a little behind herself.She fumbled with the ties of her
housecoat.The light patter of the rain was suddenly louder to her,roaring in her ears.
Anxiety. She twisted her fingers in the matted cotton of her coat and stammered,
"Wouldn't she be better off with mom?"
"I drove three hours to leave her with you." Her sister stared at her from under the
umbrella,and then turned away to walk down the prick pathway to the crumbling
driveway."I haven't asked you for anything else."
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The rain was louder, crashing into her senses, until she found herself back in
college opening her door to Molly Lipton for the first time. Long past midnight, Molly
stood at Pam's door, reeking of alcohol and wobbling on high-heels. She reached into the
pockets of her designer jacket and, pulling them inside out, she said, "Let me sleep here?
Please? I locked myself out of my room."
Pam had blocked Molly's way as she tried to pass. "I was sleeping."
"You're always awake, studying and stuff." Molly leaned on the door frame,
kicked off her shoes, and picked them up. She glanced around the hall at the closed
doors. Then she pushed her way into Pam's room, tossing her shoes to the floor as she
groped around in the dark. "We'll both get in trouble if the RA catches us out here."
"You can't sleep here."
Molly plopped down onto the floor, giggling. "Why? It's just one night."
Pam's sister got into her old, Toyota and slammed the car door. The engine
sputtered. Pam stood at the stairs. "But you can't just do this--come here and leave
somebody that doesn't belong here! She doesn't belong-" The car was pulling out of the
driveway into the night and rain. Pam moved around on the porch, watching the
headlights. Her hands pulled at her housecoat. The rain thundered in her ears.
From inside the living room a light tinkling cut through the noise.
Pam opened the door. Rita stood over the coffee table, holding a DVD remote,
fumbling with the buttons. She gripped the remote tighter. "I just wanted to watch TV.
That's all. I don't know which remote-"

22

"Don't touch things." Pam hurried to the coffee table, snatched up the remote and
set it down in precise alignment with three others. She squeezed her hands together as
Rita shrank towards the couch.
Pam smoothed wrinkles in her housecoat, closing her eyes.The sounds were
settling. Rita reached for her overnight bag and sat down, looking around Pam's living
room-the bare walls and the furniture placed as if each piece were ripped out of a
magazine and were then never touched again.When Pam opened her eyes, the rain was
nothing more than a light tapping. She glanced over Rita. "Well ... let's get a bath going
for you. Then straight to bed."
She took Rita's hand, leading her down the hall to the bathroom, where she filled
the tub and laid out fresh towels. All the while, Rita stood alongside fiddling with the
leaves of an imitation fern set on the top of the toilet's tank. She glanced at Pam. "I don't
have to go to school."
Pam peeled away the plastic wrapped around Neutrogena bar of soap. "Oh."
"My teacher said that I didn't have to go to class for a few weeks. So mommy's
letting me stay home, and I can do whatever I want." Rita hesitated and then smiling up
at Pam asked, "Isn't that funny, Aunty? That I can do whatever I want?"
"You can't just go through life doing whatever you want." Pam crumpled up the
plastic, frowning. "It's not right." She reached into her medicine cabinet, pulling out
toothpaste. Her hand passed over anti-anxiety pills.She fingered the bottle. "Doing
whatever you want without thinking. That's no good."
The bulb over the bathroom mirror, started to hum in Pam's ears. The room
shrank a little. Molly had started corning to Pam, half drunk, even if she had her key. She
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would take out a metal pillbox with a snap-on lid, glossy with a Chinese design, and
swallow one or two pills, often not the same color. She did this three times, on separate
occasions, before Pam finally said, "You can't do that-"
"Why?" Molly stared at her with a slow, lazy smile.
Pam stuttered. "Because, you'll get in trouble for it."
"They'll blame you for not saying anything. You didn't tell on me the first time."
Molly flicked one pill towards Pam's dresser, another at the window, and another under
the bed. "There, see? It doesn't take much to look like you pop them too."
Pam leapt up and searched for them, but only found the one that had ricocheted
off of the window pane. A little white pill that looked like Tylenol. Molly had sat on
Pam's bed giggling at the ceiling. She flopped back onto the bedspread, murmuring in a
sleepy voice, "Don't tell on me. We're friends right?"
Pam took the prescription bottle out of the medicine cabinet and stuffed them into
the right pocket of her housecoat.
"It troubles people when you take advantage-" Pam stopped herself and the
buzzing went quiet as Rita stared up at her with a look of confusion and shock. Her skin
looked paler than before in the bathroom's florescent lights. For once, Pam wondered
how much of the accident Rita had witnessed and if she cried about it, even three weeks
later.
Unable to look Rita in the eye without realizing the harshness of her own words,
Pam turned away and said with more composure, "When you think you can, you should
go back to school."
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Pam retreated to the hall and closed the door, pausing at the door to listen for any
sign of Rita in tears. Water sloshed in the bathtub and nothing more echoed from the
bathroom. Pam breathed a sigh, trudging down the hall.
She dismantled her picture-perfect living room, pushing the coffee table against
the wall and the ottoman to the window. Pam stacked the couch cushions on in an
armchair and, grasping the iron rung, hauled at the pull out couch, unused hinges
squealing as it unfolded a little and then stuck fast. The prescription bottle rattled in her
pocket.
Years had passed since she had last dealt with other people. Other people gave her
anxiety. Like Molly, who had started coming to Pam's room even during the day pill
popping habit, sprawling out on Pam's bed, or curling up on the floor like a homeless girl
without anywhere else to go.
In the middle of the night, Molly would murmur, "What kind of friend are you?
You've got to do something ... " And her voice would trail off in a soft sigh.
After a long silence, Pam climbed out of bed. She would feel around in the dark
as always, to stick a finger under Molly's nose and feel the delicate fan of her breath. But
one night, she didn't feel the slightest hint that Molly was breathing.
Pam stared at Molly-door's slamming in the residential building, voices and
laughter filtering up from one of the floors below, shuffling footsteps coming up the hall,
and shadows flickering under her door. She reached out for Molly's wrist in the dark and
then her throat, searching for her pulse.
Finally, Molly groaned awake.
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The pull-o ut crashed and clattered and shirked as the box spring unfolded. Bare
springs groaned as Pam sat down, staring out of the living room windows into the dark.
She gli mpsed around at her furniture. Not one piece seemed to be where it belonged.
Pam's chest heaved, her eyes settling on Rita's night-bag with a resentful glare . But she
clo sed

her e yes, reaching for the phone while fussing with her housecoat. She dialed her

sister's num ber, received no answer, and then waited for the message recorder's beep.
"You have to come get her. She's not feeling well. I think she might have a bug or
something. And I can't get sick!" Pam lowered her voice, attempted a calmer to ne. "I
can't. come down with something. I have work. So , you have to tum around and come get
he r."
She hung up and sat staring at the phone .
Molly was probably dead like that girl, Rita's friend-mowed down by that van.
Almost seven years had passed but Pam imagined that the so phomore she had known in
co llege had over-dosed. Did Molly look back on life and blame her for doing nothing?
Mo lly's giggling voice, in the dark, whispe ring, "You've got to do something."
Rita thumped down the hall with the smell of soap wafting around her
The bath had given her skin a rosier color. Pam put the phone away. Rita
rum maged through the night-bag o n the floor as Pam went back to unrolling the mattress
and spreading out clean sheets. The seven year old squeezed out orange-scented l otion
and slapped it onto her skin. Noisy slaps that rung in Pam's ears.
Pam turned her back to Rita. She fumbled for her prescription, shaking a capsule
out onto her palm. Calm settled her nerves when she swallowed it dry. Pam breathed out,
clo sing

her e yes.
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"Can I watch TV before bed?" Rita asked.
"It's late. You should get some sleep." Pam hid the bottle in her pocket and shook
her head. Turning around, Pam took in Rita's disappointed expression and added, "In the
morning. You can watch as much as you want."
For a moment Pam lingered, fiddling with her hands and the ties of her shirt. But,
again she felt the room shrinking. With her furniture pushed aside, the bed was filling up
the room. Nothing was where she wanted it to be. To Pam, it looked as if a bomb had
destroyed her living room.
She backed away and then hurried down the hall. There she discovered her
bathroom disheveled: water on the floor, towels in disarray, and the shower curtain
yanked back, exposing her naked tub. She closed the curtain, gathered the towels and
wiped up the water, murmuring, "Why couldn't she put it back the way I left it? Even her
hair's everywhere!"
She dumped the used towels into the sink and pulled out her prescription bottle
again, facing the medicine cabinet's mirror. The pills clacked together, each little capsule
seemed to shake and rattle.
In the mirror's reflection, the green shower curtain swayed. Pam glanced around
the bathroom. The door was closed, but she found the window was open, letting in the
wind and the damp smell of rain, an earthy mix of potting soil and swamp water. She
slammed the pills down onto the sink and shut the window.
The bottle fell into the sink. The cap popped off and the pills slid around,
spiraling, swirling, to the drain as Pam whirled around. She watched as they vanished.
Her hands were frozen poised to catch them.
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The glossy sheen of the shower curtains plastic rippled in smooth waves. She
stared at the plastic's reflection in the mirror, distinguishing a silhouette even though the
curtain wasn't transparent. She imagined Molly laughing, "What a waste."
Down the hall, the phone started to ring. Pam's heart pounded in her chest and
noises filled her ears-Molly giggling behind the curtain, asking Pam what she was going
to do. Pam opened her medicine cabinet stuttering. "They're for my nerves. It's thanks to
you, Molly. You did this to me."
She plucked out a bottle of extra strength Tylenol and struggled with the cap.
The warble of the phone disappeared into a din of sound.
Pam shook two tablets out into her hand. And, tossing them into her mouth, she
thought that she could see Molly-sober, with a small frown on her delicate face and
concern in her eyes.
She shook her head at Pam. "You've got to do something."
Pam stared at her own reflection, a sleepy expression she recognized. Rita called
from the living room over the ringing of the phone. The bitter taste of the Tylenol spread
over Pam's taste buds as they sat and melted on her tongue.
She closed her eyes and then swallowed them dry.
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Homes and Houses

The detached house had been settling on its foundations for a century, side
paneling shifting out of place and cracks appearing around the doors like stretch marks.
Amelia's father had called it a bad investment. "They should bulldoze this wreck to the
ground," he said. Three months later, twenty-four-year-old Amelia listened to her houses
every moan and groan. She balanced on top of a paint-spattered ladder, a spatula heavy
with spackle in her hand.
When Amelia was seventeen, searching for colleges to apply to, her father had
hovered over her shoulder. He would lean over to point out the colleges nearby,
squeezing her shoulder and nodding at the web pages pertaining to schools minutes away
from home. At the dinner table, he fished through the schools she had printed out.
Schools in Chicago or Illinois were at the top of the pile. "Your mother went to Lake
Forest-you should try there. Yep, lots of the family going there right now."
"I've never even heard of it." Amelia stabbed at her plate-at the green beans and
baked pork cutlets. She kept her eyes on her meal, shaking her head. "I can take care of
myself, Dad. I don't need a chaperone."
"You need somebody to take care of you." He laid his thick arms on the table,
shoulders sloping like a bear's. His pepper gray eyebrows lifted. "If I'm not going to be
there, then someone from the family damn well should be. And, bless her soul, your
mother would have wanted the same." He gestured heavenward and nodded his heavy
head.
Amelia had only applied to the schools he wanted.
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Now she scraped the spackle onto the crack in her ceiling-something her father
had pointed out the day she had moved in.He hadn't liked the garden she was in love
with or the vaulted windows,dark with dust. He had shaken his head at it all,murmuring,
"Nothing but work. Could live at home and save yourself the trouble." He went on
grumbling as he moved boxes. "What about the apartment next to our place,huh? If you
really want to get out of the house, it's right across the street.No work to it at all.I saw it.
No work at all."
Amelia had laughed back then. This perfect little house with the broken fish pond
out back and the wild,overgrown garden could look as wonderful as she imagined. She
could make her own home.
But now she was always busy making her vision appear.
"Got to fix the roof," she murmured,arms aching from the effort of smoothing
over yet another crack in her living room ceiling.Yesterday the kitchen flooded,and the
day before that an electrical outlet burned out like a firecracker. "I should sell ..." She
paused, smelling her backyard's honeysuckle that came in with the draft as the wind
swept through the city,and sighed. "But it would look perfect ifl can get it together ... "
The wind rattled the windows.Amelia stuck the spatula into the can of spackle
dangling on the ladder,and fumbled in her pocket for a notepad and pencil. "Putty for the
windows."
She scribbled that down and stuck the notepad back into her pocket.Then, she
hung over the top of the ladder looking down at the hardwood floors. She mumbled,
rubbing her bleary eyes,"Get a floor sander. .. "
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Amelia yawned, ending the exhale with a tired sigh. She looked up at the
tarnished light fixture and leaned over to caress the original floral relief at the base, her
face softening. The ladder swayed, tottering towards the left. Amelia jerked, an
involuntary spasm to regain proper equilibrium, throwing the ladder towards the floor.
She thundered down onto the rug. The ladder landed on top of her.
She stared up at the ceiling.
Amelia grimaced and groaned, pushing off the ladder. Her hand set down in
spilled spackle, leaking out of the overturned can, soaking the air with the smell of paint
and glue. She wiped the spackle onto her shirt, massaging a bruise on her shoulder. She
scrubbed at the ache in her knee and her pelvic bone. Then she pressed a hand to her
back. She didn't feel any pain there. The back of her head was all right too.
She was sure that she had fallen hard enough to break a bone.
Amelia looked at the floor, testing the thread bare, throw rug and hardwood floor
for any hint of the softness that had saved her life. But she realized that the spackle was
leaking out towards the hardwood and leapt up to catch it all up in the rug.
Her father had offered to help, after he had named and categorized every flaw in
her new house. At the time, Amelia had imagined him insisting on sleeping on her couch,
dictating her meals, and making changes to her plans for the house. She had told him that
she could do everything on her own. Maybe she was mistaken.
With the throw rug jumbled up in her arms, Amelia hauled it outside. She
fumbled around for the water hose in the dark. The wind ruffled her hair as she gave the
rug a good drenching and she left it spread on the cobbled patio to tend to later. On her
way into the house, Amelia tripped on a loose stone.
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She whipped out her notepad again. "Fix the patio ..."
She dropped the pad and pencil on the kitchen table, bracing her hands on the
table top as she hunched over the list that was growing every day.The words blurred into
her father's handwriting, "I told you so" scrawled over and over again. Her head bowed
and for a few seconds she squeezed her eyes shut. Amelia shook her head. She went to
the old metal sink, turning on the water.
The old phone, with an extension cord she had wrapped with electrical tape to
cover up exposed wire, rang. Amelia tucked the phone between her ear and aching
shoulder. "Hello?" She grimaced into the receiver."Oh, hey Dad."
The cord dragged over the green counter as she opened up an overhead cabinet,
searching for dish soap. She stifled a yawn, her face straining so her father wouldn't hear
her over the phone.The cord dipped into the water, electric tape sinking under. "No, I'm
still getting things unpacked.You know little stuff here and there."
She squirted the lemon-scented soap into her hands, sweeping the suds onto her
spackle crusted arms. She twisted her arm to look for signs of black and blue bruises. "It
was the weirdest thing. I fell off of the ladder and . .. No, I'm fine. But listen-" Amelia
splashed her hands in the water.
The lights went out.
She bent back and groaned up at the ceiling in the dark, her hands resting in the
soapy water. She slammed the receiver down and banged open cabinets, seeking a paper
towel or dry wash rag but settled for an oven mitt.

32
Amelia wiped her hands, and went in search of the circuit breaker, mumbling as
she navigated around the shadowy kitchen. "Second time this week!Why am I doing
this? I should just go and dump the place.Just forget the whole damn thing!"
She felt along the kitchen wall, her fingers trailed over seams in the curling
wallpaper and holes where nails had been.She pressed her hands down onto these
discoveries."Can't tum around without seeing something else I've got to fix!Something
I've got to do!Without me it would just fall apart!"
The house moaned with the wind andAmelia scowled in the dark. "Maybe Dad
was right!It's falling to pieces right in front of me."
With her father's words, ringing in her head,Amelia pushed the door open to the
pantry.The musty smell of mildew rushed out. She opened the breaker box. Her
murmuring settled into sighs. "Nothing but work, just like he said. Move to that
apartment. That ugly apartment ... "
Discovering the tripped breaker, she flipped it back. The lights came on, restoring
the whirring ceiling fans and the humming refrigerator. Amelia sighed.She headed for
the phone but made a detour to the kitchen table.She snatched up her notepad and pencil
to scratch out the entire list, but paused.
"Clean the stove ... "A line had been marked right through the words. A line she
hadn't drawn. She went to the oven and looked inside.The bottom was covered in
patches of dried flakes of gristle and old grease drippings. Burned clean. She brushed her
hand over the flakes, yanking back as they gave way like dry leaves.She glimpsed at the
list again. "Damaged cabinets ... What was that for again ... The water damage from
the other day?"
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The wooden cabinets, under the sink, had been soaked, warped beyond repair. She
nudged her foot against the bottom. The cabinet was dry now, solid walnut. She let out a
nervous laugh, glancing around the warm, antique kitchen. She drew her hands over the
wallpaper. The paper's curling peels had suddenly gone flat.As she trailed around the
kitchen her eyes lingered on little things. The crack in the counter had disappeared. The
chips of paint she had noticed on the windows had fallen off.
The phone rang.
Amelia jumped, collected herself, and answered it. "Hello? Dad-"
She leaned her hip against the counter, looking out over the kitchen. "No,
everything's fine. Just the breaker box ..."
The floral scents from the garden filled the kitchen and the house moaned with the
wind.
"Move?" she asked, echoing her father. Her eyes fell on the little things again.For
the first time, in the home she had chosen, she felt a helping hand. It gave her courage to
go on. "No, I'll stay right here. I don't need to go."
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Bottles

Arthur cleared a space at his kitchen table. Beer bottles reflected emerald and
golden ambers in the noonday sun, coloring the floor like a stained-glass church. Several
cluttered the table. Sixty-seven years old, he set down a microwave dinner, meatloaf that
smelled more of plastic than gravy. Arthur sat down chewing on a carrot. Sweet.
Artificial. He reached out for a Budweiser close at hand, pausing as his fingers
discovered dust around the stem. He got up and shuffled over to the refrigerator.
All seven of his sons didn't come around as often as when his wife, Dorothy, was
alive. Lately, they would stop by and chat on the porch. They'd even watch a game with
him, sitting stiff and uncomfortable on the sofa. But none of his boys stayed long. Cool
air from the refrigerator swept over the small kitchen. Arthur's fridge didn't have much
in it-more beer bottles than eggs in the carton.
He turned, gesturing at nothing with a fresh beer in his hands. "Matthew! Even
Matthew came home-"
But Matthew had sat on the front porch of the two-story farmhouse a week before,
with nothing but bad news. His clothes had looked bright and new against the chipped
blue paint and rotting wood of the porch. His frown lines had been deeper, evidence of
his two five-year-olds back home. Arthur had always thought that Matthew was like
Dorothy, the only one to give him a dirty look when he popped open a beer. Matthew had
said, "The house looks bad. Ruth's not bringing the kids over with it looking like this."
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"Like what?" Arthur asked. Matthew's wife, Ruth, had never mentioned anything
to him about the house. She never said anything about the dust in the comers or the
rickety screen door. And she hadn't been around since Dorothy died either.
"Dad." Matthew had leaned back and sighed through his nose, "You've got to
clear out some of this glass-"
Now Arthur's fingers fumbled as he popped the Budweiser's cap. "What's wrong
with empty bottles? Nothing wrong with a few old bottles. Nothing in them."
Arthur shuffled towards the kitchen table. He leaned over and peered into a bottle
on the table-down at his wife sitting at a kitchen table, in a replica of Arthur's home
back when she was alive with clean counters and a table cleared of bottles. Beer sloshed
around her ankles like a flood. Arthur repeated himself. "Nothing wrong with it."
"You act like I should be agreeing with you," she snapped. Dorothy lugged
herself to her feet as if ten years hadn't passed by since she died of pneumonia. "And
those bottles don't get empty on their own."
Arthur pursed his lips, set the Budweiser onto the table with the rest. "Not like
there was much else to do. Between work and them boys-"
"What about them?" Dorothy put her hands on her hips and looked up. Her strong
cheekbones caught the amber glow of the sun, shining through the bottle into her kitchen.
Even at fifty-four, she had been youthful. "Not like my boys ever have much to do with
the foolish things you do!"
He reached for his beer again. Brought a bottle to his lips and paused. Empty. He
set it down, looking over the bottles on the table. His hands shifted over them, finding
one and then another empty.
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More and more bottles.
When Dorothy died, Arthur had taken to collecting them around the house. In the
bedroom. In the bathroom. Places Dorothy would have never let him set a bottle down.
Arthur grumbled, "They still come around. All seven of them."
Dorothy stared at him hard. A silence fell over the kitchen, Arthur blinked at the
green and amber reflections on the floor. He shrugged, glanced over the kitchen and table
before turning to his TV dinner, mumbling, "What'd he mean-too many bottles?"
Arthur bumped into the table as he moved to sit down. Bottles clunked against
each other and spilled to the floor. Chips of broken glass skittered under the oven and
table. Arthur chased after Dorothy's bottle. His fresh Budweiser lay on its side, gurgling
out onto the table, spilling around the TV dinner and onto the floor.
He lost her.
Arthur snatched up a bottle and peeked inside. His matted bedroom slippers
sopped up beer as he shuffled through a field of glass, plucking up bottle after bottle. He
murmured, "Honey, I'll find you." He tossed another broken bottle away, knees aching as
he bent down again and again. "Don't worry."
Somewhere in the kitchen, Dorothy said, "I don't like it. You keep on buying
them and this is what you get. This is what happens."
Arthur stood up straight, pursing his lips and glancing over the glass and the
foam. A whiff of alcohol wafted up over the smell of plastic and gravy. With a frustrated
grunt, he threw up his hands. "Just a little mess is all!"
He plopped down into his chair. The wet seat soaking through his pajama
bottoms, cold as a rain puddle. Arthur fished his fork up out of the beer on the table,
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wiped it on his shirt. He brought a flavorless string bean to his mouth and chewed. The
puddle of beer glinted like piss in the sun. He stared at the oven. Arthur nibbled on a bit
of meatloaf, dry as Styrofoam. He righted the dribbling Budweiser. Paused and peeked
down at the bottom of the bottle.
Dorothy stood in the kitchen with a mop in her hands. She shook her head at the
floor, wading around up to her waist in beer. Arthur set the bottle down. He scrubbed his
wet fingers on his pajamas, wriggled his toes in his wet slippers.
"Damn bottles," Arthur muttered. "Nothing but empty bottles in an empty house."
Arthur dragged himself out of his chair, grabbing the Budweiser up by the neck.
He shuffled through the glass and tossed it into the trash. He stared down at the amber
brown bottle, gone muddy without the sun, and down at his floor and his soaked slippers.
"Damn bottles."
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Better Family

Eight years old, Penny reached over the coffee table-a temporary desk scattered
with crayons and paper-to hand her mother a drawing. Her mother, lying on her back on
the couch, smiled at the field of flowers filled with animals and said, "It looks like the
frolicking animals."
"Frolicking?" Penny picked up another piece of paper.
"It means playing, sweetheart. A picture from Toba Sojo." Penny's mother rested
the drawing over her swollen stomach and sighed. Penny glanced at her, the weariness of
her face and the way she lay looking up at the ceiling as if it would move if she stared at
it long enough. Her mother had left work at the museum to begin child leave, but the
baby was a week late. The doctors had prescribed bed rest.
And the baby ... Penny glared at her mother's belly. She looked away when her
mother smiled at her and sat staring at the new sheet of paper. She drew her family's
house, a log-house imitation surround by woodland, and then started to draw her family.
"Let's show your dad when he gets home." Her mother lifted the picture from her
stomach. "Are these rabbits dancing?"
"Frolicking!" Penny grinned as her mother laughed and stood up to do the hokey
poky. At moments like this, her mother would have joined in-turned on the radio and
created a dance floor. Today, she didn't even make the attempt to move.
Penny stopped dancing and frowned at her mother's stomach, once again
perceiving the reason her mother couldn't dance or do anything else like playing games.
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The baby had been changing everything. Penny turned away, sank down to the coffee
table, and continued to draw.
Her mother laid Penny's picture onto the coffee table, giggling. She held out her
hand to Penny. "And what's that one? Let me see."
Penny paused with her crayon hovering over her depiction of her mother. She
hadn't drawn the baby yet. She couldn't decide if she wanted one in the picture at all. But
as she stared at the picture, she drew an 'x' over her mother's stomach. For a moment,
she wondered what her mother would think-if she would cry or be angry. Penny picked
up the sheet of paper to give the drawing to her mother anyway, but her mother moved
her hand to her belly.
"Oh! He's kicking!" Her mother's face and actions were filled with energy as she
beckoned Penny closer. "Come and feel your brother, Penny!"
The picture crumpled in Penny's fist. She slapped it down onto the table. "I don't
care that it's kicking!"
She turned her eyes from her mother's startled face to the drawing in front of her.
Her mother tried to sit up on the couch, but only managed to prop herself up on her
elbows. "Penny?"
Penny gathered up crayons and paper to her chest.
Her mother persisted. She called after her as Penny turned towards her bedroom.
"What's the matter? Your brother-"
"I don't care!"
Penny whipped around to face her mother. Crayons pelted the floor around her
feet. She opened her mouth, on the verge of gathering her thoughts. Her mother froze in
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her struggle to sit upright, her hair framing a face gone haggard from the effort, and
Penny's face flushed red. Penny crushed her art supplies to her chest harder and turned
away."Forget it!"
She let the crayons and drawings fall to her bedroom floor, cluttered with jars of
paint, chalk, and beads, along with her favorite books. A light rain pattered against her
window, Penny threw up her bedspread and crawled under her covers without even
changing into her pajamas.
Her mother made no attempt to fetch her and Penny made no attempt to speak to
her either.Two hours passed.Her father opened her bedroom door, having just arrived
home from work without even taking off his loafers or undoing his tie. He glanced
around at the carpet as Penny rolled over to face her window.
"Penny?" He sat down on her bed. "Penny, your mom told me what happened.
You want to talk about it?"
"No." Penny crossed her arms and glared at the wall.
He leaned over her and opened the window, letting in a gust of cool air.He undid
his tie and wound it around his hand."Maybe we should talk about your new brother."
"I don't want to talk about it."
"Don't call your brother an 'it."' His voice suggested the issue was not up for
discussion.Penny shut her mouth and stared out of the window. The night had closed
in-no stars were out.Her father rested a hand on her shoulder. "With the baby overdue,
your mother needs some support right now... She really needs it."
"But I-"
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"You'll have a baby brother." Again, he used his firmest tone. He rubbed her arm,
and then squeezed her shoulder with a warm smile. "He'll be coming soon. And we're all
going to get to know him when he gets here. Who knows, you might even like him."
Penny pursed her lips, staring out into the woodland around her house. The rain
had stopped. Fog rolled in thin clouds, between the trees.
Her father sighed. "Are you hungry?"
She shook her head.
He drew away and stood. "If you get hungry, your mother wrapped dinner for
you." He reached over and patted her hip. "It's your favorite-Spaghetti. She even put
cheese in the meatballs." He laughed but, when Penny didn't react, he fell into sighing
again. "Well, goodnight honey."
Penny sat up as he closed the door. She listened for her parent's voices, but even
when she heard them, they were too muffled to distinguish the words. She made a
frustrated groan and flopped backwards onto her pillows.
She stared at the ceiling, clutching her stomach as hunger pangs set in. But she
didn't want to leave her room. She didn't want to apologize or talk about the baby
anymore. Penny frowned at her bedroom floor, where the picture lay, feeling her chest
ache and the sting of tears. She would have made her mother cry, if she had given her that
picture. And, remembering the look on her mother's face when she had stormed away,
Penny cried into her pillow. Soon, she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep, for what
seemed like only a moment. When she woke, the electric clock on her dresser read
midnight. She breathed out a cloud of mist and shivered.
The window was still wide open.

42

Penny dragged herself onto her knees, reaching up to pull her window shut, just as
a light passed by. She squinted out into the woods and into the fog. Orbs, like fireflies,
were floating between the trees.As one passed close to her window, she realized that the
light was a lantern-that animals, faint as the fog, were carrying them.They were
walking and flying and slithering towards the driveway that went from the road and
through the woods to her house.
She leaned out her window.
The lights were gathered in two lines along the driveway like a night parade.
Penny crawled out her window, slipping on the wet sill.The ground was cold under her
bare feet.Her blanket, wrapped around her shoulders dragged over the underbrush. She
stumbled over to the driveway, rubbing her eyes and yawning, and the animals moved out
of her way as if she were part of the crowd.
"Ah, look at that." An owl tucked its wings closer to its body and stretched out a
neck as long as her arm to see over the heads and horns. It lowered its head, speaking to a
tiny man-shriveled like a dried husk and sitting under the fronds of a fern with a
toothless smile."I don't think that he'll be able to make it in time."
Penny stopped beside the pair. "Who won't make it?"
They stared at her.The owl fluffed up, shifting away in a nervous shuffle. The old
man's face crinkled as he squinted and gestured at her with his walking stick. "What sort
of spirit are you?"
Penny yawned and scrubbed her nose with the corner of her blanket. "Maybe I'm
still asleep ... Arn I dreaming?"
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"I'm not fond of riddles." The owl groaned. It turned its head towards the man
under the frond."Tell me,what is it?"
"A dream spirit," the old man replied, nodding.
Penny peered over the animals' heads and scales and feathers at the muddy
driveway. Tire tracks had made deep grooves into the ground. She stood on her tiptoes.
"What's happening?"
"How fortunate you arrived in time to see." The old man tottered to his feet. His
body quaked with his every motion. "It is an old spirit,descending to the earth from ... "
He paused and chuckled."Well, one never knows where such ancient spirits come from."
She drew her blanket tighter. "Why would something like that come here?"
The old man sputtered, muttering as he climbed up the owl's side,feather by
feather. "Why?Because it wants to! What other reason could there be?What a stupid
question."
Penny moved to the edge of the driveway, catching a glimpse of a dollhouse-sized
carriage with ironwork that shone like gold and moved without a team of horses. She
watched it roll down a rut made by the left wheel of her family's van. The carriage
stopped.A puddle of water blocked the way.
"He'll have to go back," the owl's voice said.With the old man clinging to its
head, the owl stretched its neck higher.Penny looked back to the road and considered the
path. The rut was too deep.The carriage would have to backtrack well towards the road
before it could cross to the right side, and that side didn't look any clearer of obstacles.
The withered man sighed."At this rate he'll never be born."
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"Born?" Penny stared at the carriage. She looked further down her driveway at
her house just around the bend. She pulled her blanket tighter, walking a little closer to
give the carriage a better look. As far as she could see, if the carriage managed to pass
through the puddle, it could make it all of the way to her house. Penny's overdue brother
would arrive.
The animals sat commenting around her like spectators at a sports game.
"Shouldn't he go back?"
"No, no, won't it be too late then?"
"Why'd he pick these people anyway?" A heavyset frog turned away with a
disappointed harrumph, waving a webbed hand. "He will find a better family elsewhere."
Penny stared down at the frog. Her eyes widened. It hadn't occurred to her that
the spirit wanted to be born in her family, wanted her as a sister-despite everything she
had said and done. She twisted her blanket in her hand. "Maybe he likes me anyway ... "
Penny turned to the owl and old man with a worried pinch of her brow. "What
will happen?" She looked back at the carriage as the crowd gasped.The carriage was
creeping into the puddle, wheels sinking into the water. Penny turned to the owl again. "If
he doesn't make it, what will happen to him?"
The owl's body waddled through the crowd to join its head. "I'm sure that he will
go elsewhere."
"What a shame. He seemed to prefer this family, considering all of this effort to
get here," the old man said.They watched the carriage sink up to its axels and stop. Stuck
in the mud. Penny grimaced at the owl and old man.None of the animals were moving to
assist the carriage as it sank even deeper with her brother inside. Alone.
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The old man rapped the owl on the beak with his walking stick. "Let us go
home-"
"Can't you do something?"
The owl's head shrank back down to its body. The two blinked up at her as if she
were the fifth wonder of the world.
Penny bundled her blanket up around herself and stepped out onto the muddy
driveway. The animals pointed and speculated amongst themselves as she sloshed up to
her ankles into the puddle, reached down, and pulled. The carriage didn't move. Heavy
like a car, compared to its miniscule size. Her fingers were slipping on the ornate
welding, but she tried again, struggling to make it budge.
The owl waddled up to her with the old man calling to her. "You shouldn't
interfere!"
"I can't just do nothing!" Her blanket slipped from her shoulders, soaking up
water and mud. Her bare feet slid on sludge. "He came all of the way here! He could have
gone anywhere else, but he came here!"
The carriage crept forward.
Pulling and pushing, she fell into the mud as the wheels suddenly rolled free. As
the carriage continued on its way, the animals cheered and danced after it. Penny pushed
herself up onto her knees, dripping wet. She wiped water from her face gazing after the
carriage's golden glow.
The old man shook his head and the owl gave her a long, unblinking look before
turning to rejoin the crowd. Penny collected her blanket, crawling back through her
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window and closing it tight. In her damp clothes, Penny sat down onto her bed, wiping
her cold, wet fingers on her bedspread.
She sneezed, staring around her room as if she had been shaken awake, and then
she got off her bed to search for a crayon.
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Nothing To Do With Nothing

Dredd crushed the nub of his cigarette into the heel of his black sneakers,dropped
it,and ground it into the dirt. He watched Grant,who was looking at the map spread
across the blue hood of an old Mazda 626. Grant drew his hand over their route to the
drop-off point, a forest along the way to Salt Lake City. Dredd said,"Gotta stop
somewhere,man. Long drive."
"We're stopping at a station on the way,but besides that ... fuck bathroom
breaks.It's not in the plan," Grant replied,shaking his head and gathering up the map. He
folded it and slid it into his back pocket. Grant kicked a tuft of dry grass growing by the
asphalt road and leaned back against the door on the driver's side,staring out into the
Nebraskan horizon. He was twenty-seven, but his two years of seniority didn't mean
anything. To Dredd,Grant was just a smart man looking for quick money.A man who
had done some shady business before and knew how to keep his mouth shut.
Grant glanced at his watch. "They're late."
"Fuck them!" Dredd swung open the passenger door and dropped into the seat. He
clasped his hands together,leaning on his knees.His sharp eyes glared down the baking
road stretching east, back to Chicago."I told them when to get here."
Grant crossed his arms,closed his eyes.He stopped watching the road and sat in
the back seat,out of the heat,to read a newspaper. An oil truck roared pass,along with a
station wagon and a puttering tractor. Dredd stayed out in the sun.His eyes never left the
road.
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A Buick crossed lanes to rumble up onto the shoulder and backed up until it was
trunk to trunk with the Mazda. The bass boomed. Dredd stood up, smacking the hood of
the car to rouse Grant, who sat up, crumpling the paper in his hands with a groan. Dredd
went around to the trunk and popped it open. He spat at the ground and snapped his
fingers at the Buick's trunk. "Get it open! You fuckers are late!"
The driver, some tall teenage kid with new school swagger, got out of the car. He
took his time getting to the trunk, ignoring five foot five Dredd as if he was nobody. He
took his time getting out the key too. Dredd swelled up in the chest, veins sprouting in his
fists as he clenched all over. People didn't drag their feet around him, not even back
when he ran comers.
The Buick's trunk opened.
Dredd smashed his fist into the boy's face, full in the jaw. The kid spiraled back
into the dirt. His partner leapt out of the car but stopped dead as Dredd pointed a finger at
him. The boy on the ground scrambled as if to get up, but found Dredd standing over
him. Dredd pointed down at him too. "Fuck you motherfuckers."
Grant went over and poked around in the Buick's trunk. "Hey, Dredd."
"Rolling up on me like I'm nothing?"
"Dredd."
"You better know who runs this shit!"
"This dude's alive, Dredd." Grant gripped the side of the trunk with both hands.
"We taking him somewhere or something?"
"Gonna cap him at the spot," Dredd snapped, forgetting about the boy at his feet.
He walked towards the car to take a look in the trunk at the man in a gray business suit
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trussed up in rope. The man wriggled, making muffled cries through a gag and bloody
pillow case. Dredd's sharp eyes met Grant's. "You got a problem with that?"
Grant turned away. He got into the Mazda's driver's seat, fumbling to take the
map out of his pocket.
Dredd watched him. He had been running packages with Grant for about five
months. Around five. But Dredd didn't think that Grant had ever done business like this.
Not like killing somebody. Dredd snapped at the two boys. "Get that fucker in our trunk.
What are you waiting for? Get up!"
He hovered closer to Grant as he fiddled with the map. Dredd crossed his arms
tight against his chest. He paced back and forth in front of his partner, his sneakers
crunching on the dirt and dust. "So? You got a problem? Have to deal with you about
this?"
"Deal with what?" Grant marked a line on the map, closing his eyes as the bound
man thudded into the back of the Mazda. The car bounced as the weight tumbled in.
"Like you said, I never have a problem with nothing."
"Yeah." Dredd studied Grant. Around five months. He nodded, dropping his arms
to his sides. "Yeah, I've never had a problem with you. Shit's going smooth, like always.
Long as I get you your money."
Dredd moved to the trunk. He slammed it shut and spat at the two boys' feet as he
passed. He climbed into the passenger's seat and slumped back, putting his feet up on the
dash, mumbling. "They trying to keep me waiting all day. Fuck those fuckers."
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Grant folded up the map and stuffed it into his pocket again. He slammed his door
shut. The Buick peeled away, made a u-turn, and shot up the road back towards Chicago.
Grant eyed the dust. "Hell, they'll get pulled over like that."
"Fuck those fuckers."
The Mazda sputtered and Grant pulled onto the asphalt. Dredd settled down in
the passenger seat as Grant turned around in a driveway, heading out in the opposite
direction of the Buick towards Salt Lake City. Dredd stared out of the front window.
Dredd could almost feel Grant's hands kneading the steering wheel. Out of the
comer of his eye, he could see Grant glancing in the rearview mirror at the trunk. The car
was still heading for Salt Lake City, Grant's foot was on the gas and Dredd had nothing
to say as long as it stayed there. He needed Grant to keep his head together.
Grant turned on the radio and settled on a hip hop station. Dredd didn't stir to
argue. He stayed still and comfortable. But Grant kept glancing in the rearview.
"It's that Pickett fucker," Dredd finally muttered.
"Huh?"
Dredd snapped the volume down. "The fucker in the back is that Pickett fucker."
"Pickett?"
"The lawyer fucker."
Grant closed his mouth. Dredd watched him. Grant's lips drew tight. "He's
getting capped, because of that case?"
"Fucker should've shut the fuck up." Dredd dropped his feet to the floor and
stretched out. He snapped the stereo's volume back up. The rap solo of a no name artist
engulfed the car. Dredd bobbed his head to the beat, staring out of the passenger window.
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"I don't think he had kids." Grant murmured.
Grant had kids-Dredd had seen the pictures in his wallet. He looked at Grant
sideways.Two kids,buck-toothed and waving in front of a shabby,hole-in-the-wall
house. Dredd had kids too,not that he knew them.
Grant talked louder to be heard over the radio."Why'd you tell me that? Never
told me shit like that before."
Dredd tapped the passenger's armrest in time with the rhythm.He had been doing
pick-ups and drop offs without getting caught because of Grant-A man who always
researched roads,rest stops,traffic patterns.
Dredd had said the man was Pickett so that Grant would know that he was a
nobody-maybe even deserved to get killed.After all,Pickett was a known crook.But
Dredd had never thought of Grant as a family man.Divorce.Paying child support.His
sharp eyes lingered on Grant.He didn't even think that Grant saw his kids anymore.
Dredd grinned. "Well fuck,man

... important shit going down today."

Grant shifted around in his seat as if he was trying to get comfortable on hot
coals. He kept his eyes on the road with his hands wrapped around the steering wheel.
Then,he said,"I don't need to know shit like that.I got nothing to do with it."
Dredd frowned at him. Then,he scoffed and settled down into his seat,mumbling.
"Sure,man. You got nothing to do with nothing."
Grant turned onto the highway,squeezing into the evening traffic.Dredd fell into
a doze,chin drooping down onto his chest,as they crossed Nebraska.He woke to
complain,wanting to pull over and stretch his legs."That wasn't in the plan," Grant said
and Dredd fell back to sleep.
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The sun beat them to the west.The air was cooler when Grant pulled into an
Exxon Mobil station on the outskirts of a one road town.Dredd stirred, blinking in the
florescent lights.Grant got out of the car and pumped in twelve gallons of gas. Dredd
climbed out as Grant headed for the convenience store, but he called Grant back, took
cash out of his wallet and tossed the bills over the roof of the car."Get some chips and
shit."
Grant swept the bills into his hand."Like what shit?"
"You know what I mean, man.Sour cream and onion, pretzels ... I don't know,
man.The usual." Dredd yawned. A minivan pulled up opposite of him. Dredd folded his
arms, staring at the two snotty-nosed kids hanging out of the window and a mother who
wasn't half bad looking.He nodded to the father, getting out of the driver's seat.
The woman's husband nodded back, he glanced over Dredd.At his jeans and
white Polo shirt and the tribal tattoos covering his arms.The woman peeked at him and
rolled up her window.The children pressed their faces to the glass.
Dredd leaned back against the Mazda on the driver's side. He watched the father
herd his kids out of the car and towards the bathroom. Cartoons were still playing on the
televisions embedded in the front seats' headrests. They had it easy.
He looked at the television monitors again. Kids, like his and Grant's, would
never ride around in a nice car like that. Dredd frowned. He didn't know what Grant
spent his money on, though he made a good chunk after each job. He could be using it on
those kids from the pictures. Maybe Grant was married and didn't even have to pay child
support. Dredd shook his head and murmured, "We'll just keep helping each other out. It
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doesn't matter what it's for. He's just like me, a money man. Probably doesn't spend it
on anybody."
He glimpsed over the store and gas pumps. Grant was at the counter, dumping an
armful of snacks. Dredd pushed away from the car and crossed to the convenience store.
It smelled of stale chips and coffee. No air conditioning. A middle-aged man, hairline
receding, leaned back against the counter watching the news on a television mounted to
the wall.
Grant pointed at the Mazda. "Pump three."
Dredd fished through the snacks. Peanuts. Chips. Twinkies. The television
droned. "The disappearance of Pickett's business partner, Davis Epston, has caused a stir
in the trial of gang leader, Leon Nichols. And there he is with Mrs. Epston." Grant
glanced up at the screen. Dredd picked up a bag of Cheetos and opened it. He licked the
orange dust from his fingertips as the television camera followed Pickett entering a police
station. Under his arm, he guided a weeping woman carrying a chubby little girl."... In
two days, Pickett will be taking the stand against Nichols. Pickett refuses to comment, on
the grounds that his association with Epston may have contributed-"
Grant leaned over to Dredd and whispered. "You listening to this?"
Dredd shrugged. "Had to be last week's shit or something-"
Grant counted out thirty-one dollars and handed it to the cashier, asking, "You've
been keeping up with that?"
"Yep--bad thing to happen to somebody."
"When did it happen?"
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"Yesterday. That Epston kid's probably six feet under by now." The cashier
turned to add, "If Nichols has got to do with it-"
Grant was steering Dredd outside by the elbow.
Dreddjerked away. "Relax, man!"
Grant walked in a circle. He shook his head and stopped to point at the Mazda.
But he managed to keep his voice low. "That's not fucking Pickett. Who the fuck is in
there!"
Dredd looked around the gas station. The minivan was starting up, brake lights
flashing, and the cashier was looking back at the television screen. A payphone was next
to the ice cooler near the door. Dredd nodded. "Okay. Just take that shit to the car and I'll
look into this. It's that easy."
Grant hesitated.
"Stop looking suspicious," Dredd said and then glared at Grant until he turned for
the car. Dredd went through his pockets for change, walking over to the payphone at a
quick pace, scrunching up his nose as the smell of urine filled his nostrils. He punched in
a number and waited until a man answered the phone sounding half asleep.
The man mumbled, "Who's this?"
"Dredd." Dredd turned to watch Grant. "You see the news? The Pickett fucker on
TV?"
"Yeah, man. I saw that." The man yawned into Dredd's ear.
Grant got out of the car and stood staring at the trunk. As he looked across the
pavement at the phone booth, Dredd turned his back to him. "Well? Who's the fucker
I've got?"
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"Shit, man-you've got the other one." The man on the phone groaned a little,
accompanied by the squeak of bedsprings. "The dudes got nothing to do with nothing.
Wrong fucker, man. Bad luck-"
"What am I supposed to do with him?" Dredd pressed the phone to his forehead.
"Look, do whatever. You handle it." The voice added, "But it's on you. We don't
need no more attention."
Dredd slammed the phone down, staring at the booth's floor. Then, he looked at
Grant, pacing next to the Mazda. Just bad luck. Dredd left the booth with his hands
jammed in his pockets.
Grant met Dredd as he walked up to the driver's side. "So?"
"They don't give a fuck." Dredd shrugged and wandered over to the passenger's
seat, snatching up the bag of snacks from the car as he went. "I say we cap him."
Grant followed. "Cap him?"
"Yeah." Dredd dug down to the bottom of the bag, past the Swiss Bars and
Vanilla Wafers. "Nothing's changed."
"But that's not Pickett."
"Yeah-so?"
"So that's not fucking Pickett."
Dredd threw up his hands. "Look, man, what do you want to do?"
"Let's let him go."
Dredd plucked up a pretzel bag, ripped it open, and munched on a pretzel stick.
Sure-they could let Epston go. But ... "Who knows what this fucker heard, huh?
Couple of loud mouthed fuckers throwing around names? What if they let him see
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something when they moved him ... Shit, man, I've got to end this fucker. Don't like
those what-ifs, man."
"He doesn't know anything!"
"You can't know that shit."
Grant stepped back. "You just think he might know something and-"
"You got a problem with that?"
"Because-"
"We've had no problems before," Dredd said. He looked at Grant, sharp eyes
narrowing.
They stared at each other. Dredd waited. Five months didn't make them pals
even if he handled the map, Grant couldn't talk to him any way he wanted.
Grant looked away first.
Dredd shut his car door. He turned back to his pretzels as Grant got into the car
and flipped on the radio. The Mazda pulled off into the dark with Grant kneading the
steering wheel. A talk show host yammered on about a rapper's baby mamas. A banging
started up in the trunk.
"Fucker's just asking for it." Dredd finished off a bottle of cola and opened up the
glove box. He pulled out a 9 mm. pistol, checking the cartridge. "Just one shot, wrap the
head in plastic and toss him back in. Won't cause no mess."
"You're not shooting somebody on the side of the road."
Dredd thought it over and stuck the gun in his belt. "Yeah, yeah. Cops and shit."
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Dredd rustled through the bags, settling on a Twinkie. The banging lagged, started
up strong, and then lagged again. Grant said, "We could just throw him out on the side of
the road. Keep on driving to Salt Lake City, like we planned."
"Man-"
"Shit, he might not even make it back alive."
"I'm telling you-"
"Damn it, Dredd-1 don't want to have nothing to do with this!"
"Listen-" Dredd licked the cream off of his fingers. "You've been burying dead
fuckers and moving fuckers fixing to get capped for me a long time now. Suddenly, you
don't have nothing to do with it, huh?"
Sweat sprouted on Grant's forehead. He turned the wheel, rolling off onto the
shoulder and parked the Mazda. He got out of the car. "You never told me shit about
these fuckers! All of a sudden I got to know who they are?"
Dredd crushed his Twinkie wrapper, tossed it out of the window, and lay back in
his seat. He crossed his arms over his chest, watching Grant pace in front of the
headlights.
"That Epston fucker has a wife and kid, man. I saw them on the news! He hadn't
done shit to deserve this, man!" Grant gestured towards the trunk. Dredd took in a deep
breath. He remembered the chubby baby. The picture in Grant's wallet now seemed like a
problem--one he should have paid more attention to.
Grant turned around, facing the glare of the headlights. He closed his mouth.
Dredd got out of the car. "You just about done with that shit?"
Grant dragged his feet over the dusty soil, scrubbing his mouth with his hand.
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"A lot of the fuckers we put down had a wife, maybe some kids.But I put them
down. Youjust make sure I can go on with my fucking business.Keep the cops off me.
That's it." Dreddjammed his hands into his pockets. He looked at Grant, lifting his chin a
little. "Don't go preaching at me. You've been running this shit for five months now."
Grant clenched his fist.
Dredd looked Grant over. Epston started thumping around in the trunk again.
Dredd walked back towards the car and gave the trunk a good, solid kick. "Fuck this
'family man' shit." He laughed "We're the same. Money men!"
"Me and you aren't the same!"
Dredd turned, dodging as Grant threw a wild punch.
Grant whirled into Dredd, knocking him down. They fell into the dirt. A cloud
puffed up around them as they struggled. Grant pinned Dredd to the ground, his forearm
pressed against his throat, saying, "I'm not about to kill somebody who hasn't done a
damn thing.I've got to draw a fucking line somewhere. Money's not everything!"
"Get off me, man." Dredd choked. His hand scrambled for the gun in his belt, but
could only grasp at the denim of hisjeans.
Grant yanked the gun out first, springing away from Dredd. With the muzzle of
the gun pointed down towards the ground and his chest heaving as he caught his breath,
Grant stood watching Dredd.
Dredd spat on the ground and sat up.He wiped his mouth. "So what's this? Huh?
You gonna pop me?"
"We're going to let him go," Grant said. "You said that nobody gives a shit. His
kid gives a shit ... Let him go."
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Dredd's sharp eyes scanned the road. He leaned back, rubbing his throat. "Fuck,
man."
Grant hurried over to the car and popped the trunk as Dredd sat in the red glow of
the tail-lights. He was supposed to be nobody-a money man. Grant wasn't supposed to
care about anybody else. Dredd watched Grant reach into the trunk, yanking at the ropes
with one hand.
Grant said, "It's just not fucking right."
Dredd got to his feet.
The gun in his hand, Grant faced him.
Dredd dusted off his jeans and shirt. He had had bad luck all night. It would have
been easier if it had been Pickett. A slick bastard without anything to live for. Dredd
walked closer, spitting grit on the ground.
Grant's hand twitched, finger tightening on the trigger. Dredd reached into the
trunk. He untied the ropes around Epston's feet and headed back to the passenger's seat.
He had had enough. For five months he hadn't seen it coming. Grant wasn't a money
man at all. They weren't the same at all.
He got into the Mazda and banged his door shut, watching the rearview mirror.
Grant hauled Epston out of the car by his arm pits, letting him fall into the dirt with his
feet free to kick and scuttle around in the dark.
Grant got back into the car. He sat still, leaving his door open and one foot braced
on the ground. He said, "I'm not giving you your fucking gun back."
"You better not, motherfucker."
"It wasn't right, man."
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"You never gave me problems before. But you nobodies stick together like
fucking glue, don't you?" Dredd rummaged in the bag of snacks, settled on a Little
Debbie cake and opened the wrapper. He thought of Grant's buck-toothed kids and the
past five months. Dredd murmured, "You better fucking disappear when we get back."
Grant stared at Dredd for a moment, and then he shut the driver's door.
The Mazda rolled out onto the asphalt and headed towards Chicago.
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A Staying Hand

Yesterday, Eliza's father had put her mother's pictures in the attic. Everyone
seemed to think that it would do him some good-that it was a step to overcome grief.
Eliza could have asked him for the pictures, but she turned to the lake instead.
Her feet felt along the lake's bottom, the rocks and the bits ofreeds and sand. Her
eyes were on the horizon and the evening sun--out towards where her mother had
drowned almost two years before. She lifted her chin high over the calm water as she
shuffled further down the decline, closer to the drop off where the deep water and the
current lurked. The ghostly pressure ofher mother's hands pushed against Eliza's chest
and stomach. Slowed her down.
"You'd best come back from there, Miss Eliza."
Eliza stopped her advance. She turned her head to look at Mr. Gregory, a frail old
man, bent double. His yellowish eyes blinked at her as he set down his tackle and gear
onto the dock, a small fishing pier jutting off ofthe shore. The cold water tugged at her
clothes, dragged her around in the weak tide. Her mother pushed her back, gentler now.
"Your daddy wouldn't like to see you out here," he said, glancing out into the
water. His eyes settled on the spot where Eliza had been heading. He frowned. "You'd
best come back."
Eliza looked back out over the lake's swell. As she turned and waded back
towards the shore, her mother's hands left her. Eliza's soaked t-shirt and jeans hung over
her thin, fifteen-year-old frame as loose as fishing net. She paused to frown up at Mr.
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Gregory. He nodded his head with a firm expression. She turned away, retrieved the book
bag she had abandoned on the shore, and walked off down a path towards home.
Three years before, the path had been clear. She, her mother, and her father had
tromped back and forth all year long. Fishing.Picnics. Swimming.Now, Eliza had to
push a way through the long grass to her house.Eliza walked up to her room on the
second floor, leaving wet footsteps behind her. She stood in the bathtub with the shower
on.Hot water trickled through her clothes, warming her skin. Eliza pressed her hands
where her mother's had been, even the memory of her touch was fading with the chill.
By the time her father arrived from a sawmill down the river, Eliza was eating a
grilled cheese sandwich and Campbell's Tomato Soup at the kitchen table.He was still a
young man,just at the cusp of forty.He stood at the kitchen doorway, rolling his neck
and shoulders, smelling of sawdust. He said, "I ran into Mr. Gregory."
Eliza licked her spoon and set it down in the bowl. A swirl of tomato soup
appeared as the spoon sank under. She clasped her hands in her lap and squeezed her
fingers tight. Her father crossed his arms, frowning.He looked away, rubbing his thumb
over a razor cut on his chin.He hadn't been clean shaven since her mother drowned.
Maybe he had started shaving weeks ago. Maybe months ago. Eliza didn't even know
when he had moved on from grieving.
She grimaced and stood up to clear the table."I made extra-"
"Eliza ... "Her father hesitated.Eliza watched the glint of vegetable oil in her
soup. He went to the stove, lifting the lid of the pot. "You hadn't mentioned you were
going to the lake ... You haven't gone ... "For a moment, he closed his eyes with a sad
frown. He set the lid down again. "For a while now, you haven't gone there."
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Eliza moved her dishes to the counter perpendicular to the stove. The scent of
cedar was stronger near her father. Eliza's elbow bumped into his hand as she searched
the drawers for a sandwich bag. He looked down at her. She didn't look up at him.
He rubbed his left shoulder with one broad hand. A nervous habit he had had
since she was a child. "There are some public pools closer to town-"
"I like swimming in the lake." Eliza stuffed her cheese sandwich into the plastic
bag and dumped the soup down the sink, scraping the spoon against the glass-making
the metal clack against the bowl. She couldn't stop herself.
Her father kept rubbing his shoulder. He stretched his back with a small motion,
like the bowing of an oak in a hard wind, and sighed. "You can't go alone. You've got to
wait until I get home-"
"It'd be dark by then."
"Then on a weekend-"
Eliza shoved her washed plate into the dish rack, having heard his excuses before.
The dishes rattled as if they would break. She and her father jumped at the noise.
They froze.
"Sorry." Eliza placed her bowl into the rack too, more carefully now. She rested
her palms on the counter. "I'd like to go this weekend."
"Eliza, this weekend isn't a good time-"
"It doesn't matter." She managed to keep her voice calm. Eliza wiped her hands
on her pajamas, clawing at the soft cotton. "I knew you wouldn't go anyway. You don't
want to have anything to do with her anymore!"
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But, when she turned to stalk out of the kitchen, a hand pressed against her chest.
Eliza came to a halting stop as her mother's face appeared. She shrank away from her
mother's stern expression.
"Why would you say that?" Her father caught her arm and spun her around. His
face had gone red, pinching with confusion, anger, and sadness. He shook her. "Why did
you say that!"
As faint and fragile as dusty air, Eliza's mother reappeared. Her hand shot up. She
gave her husband a light pat on the chest. The way she used to when he scolded Eliza and
lost his temper. He let Eliza go, taking a step back. He glanced around the kitchen. But
his wife was already gone.
Eliza's father placed a hand where her mother had touched him. His fingers
spread and then grasped just under his heart. Eliza looked up at him. She thought that he
looked older-older than he did the day her mother had died. Shaving. Putting away the
pictures. He had done it all for nothing. It hadn't changed a thing.
"I didn't mean it." She turned her face to the floor, her hand lingering where her
mother's had been. She had been mistaken-he hadn't moved on after all. Eyes burning,
she shook her head. "Sorry."
He wandered to the stove and stared at the pot of tomato soup, starting to massage
his shoulder again. "Maybe next weekend? Maybe we'll go to the lake next weekend."
Eliza lifted her head, wanting to tell him she understood. That, with time, they
could go together. Instead, she said, "You'll have to heat that up ... If you want to eat
some." She went to the stove and turned it on, leaning her shoulder against his arm
breathing in the smell of cedar.
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For You and Yours

From the narrow hallway, Harriet watched her mother, Carole. Carole hunched
over in the bathtub, dusted with dry wall and bits of mint green tile. She had tom a hole
straight through the wall. Her toolbox balanced on the edge of the tub, she was
hammering at the pipes with a wrench. Five-year-old Harriet stuck a finger into her
mouth, pressing it against the back of her rabbit teeth.
"Quit that." Carole waved a wrench at Harriet. "You'll get buck teeth and be sorry
for it later when you're grown."
Harriet didn't stop. She rolled her eyes and ducked her head to hide it. She
wiggled her toes on the cold floorboard. "Heater's not cutting on."
"The heater?" asked Carole. She stared at the pipes in front of her, scrunching her
nose. Harriet watched a crease deepen across her mother's brow. Carole sunk down and
crouched in the bathtub, her head bending down towards the drain. "Yeah, haven't heard
it on for a while now. Got no oil in it, probably. Didn't have much to start with."
"We gonna call Dad?"
"No," Carole replied, shaking her head slowly. Harriet's mother had gone through
a difficult divorce less than a month ago. She pressed a hand to her forehead. "I'll get the
little heater out. Go on and put on some socks."
Harriet wandered away from the door. Her small feet plodded on the floorboards,
down the narrow hall, into her closet sized room. She dragged open the bottom drawer of
a rickety dresser and found a rolled up pair of dress socks at the bottom.
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Carole came to the door, wiping grime onto her t-shirt. She said, "Get the warm
ones. The little heater can't do much, remember?"
Her mother watched as Harriet attempted to roll the socks back into a ball. As she
stretched out the elastic, Carole sighed and swung away from the door. Harriet hesitated,
comparing the ball of socks in the drawer to the one in her hands. She tried again.
Unsuccessful still.
She frowned and stuffed the wad back into the dresser, pulling out a pair of
woolen socks and yanking them on. Carole dragged a small gas heater down the hall,
clacking and clanging as she maneuvered it between Harriet's bedroom door and her
own.
"Get a pot and some water, Harriet." Carole fiddled with the heater's lighter.
Harriet slid on the floorboards as she bounded up the hall. She paused to glance
into the bathroom. Without her mother standing in front of it, the gaping hole looked
even bigger than before. Harriet turned into the kitchen and, toting a large pot, she spilled
water on the way back at every step. Carole pointed to the flat top of the heater as Harriet
came closer. Harriet clunked the pot down and took a step back, her chest swelled and
she pulled herself up to her full height, grinning at the heater and then at her mother.
Carole smiled at her. "Thank you ... Now, go on back there and wipe up the
water."
Harriet looked back at the trail of water and sagged. Her feet dragged as she went
into the bathroom for a towel, glancing at the hole as she ran out again. The doorbell rang
on her way to the kitchen. Harriet headed straight for the door. "I've got it, Mama!"
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She grabbed the knob, but Carole pressed a hand against the door before Harriet
could swing it open and shooed her away. Harriet clamored up onto the couch and threw
back the window curtains to look out at the weather-beaten porch.
In a printed, purple dress and wearing an oversized sun hat, a large woman stood
holding a casserole dish wrapped in tinfoil. She spied Harriet and waved. Harriet simply
stared at her. Her mother groaned as she squinted through the peephole and Harriet said,
"It's that nosy lady from the other day."
Carole shushed her. She opened the door-only wide enough to fit her body
into-and looked at the woman through the screen door. "Miss Dora-Lee?"
"Good evening," said Dora-Lee. She lifted the casserole dish to her large chest
and pulled back the tin foil. The smell of peach cobbler wafted into the sitting room. "Just
a little something for you and yours. Noticed that the yard's still out of sorts. Most likely,
you've been busy unpacking and just haven't gotten to it."
Harriet watched Dora-Lee's head swivel every which way to see into the house.
Carole rested her hands on her hips. She opened the door a bit wider, murmuring, "Please
come on in, Miss Dora-Lee."
Dora-Lee didn't wait for Carole to move out of the way. She just squeezed in and
clunked into the sitting room, glancing at the couch, Harriet, and the coffee table
doubling as a television stand. She turned to study Carole. "You're up to your elbows in
something?"
Carole glanced down at her grubby jeans and smeared t-shirt. "Oh, well, it's
nothing. Just a little cleaning."
"Mama, what about the heater?" asked Harriet.
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"In a minute, honey."
"Well, I was just passing by." Dora-Lee shoved the casserole dish into Carole's
hands, leaning to peek down the hall. "How's about letting my husband mow the yard?
You've got to get a man to tend to that sort of thing."
Harriet's mother stared at Dora-Lee-the same look she gave Harriet when she
back sassed her without thinking.Carole balanced the casserole dish with one hand and
opened the screen door with the other."Thanks for the offer, Miss Dora-Lee.But, I can
manage."
"That so?" Dora-Lee walked up to the door and looked out at the yard.Weeds
were growing up around the porch, mailbox, and even the wire fence. She shook her
head."Well, my doors open any time. Don't worry about the dish. I'll come by for it
later. Bye, bye, Harriet."
Harriet waved. She mouthed goodbye, watching her mother's face, the hard
simmer behind her eyes. She avoided that gaze and preoccupied herself with her toes,
wiggling them in their socks. She winced as Carole went into the kitchen and thumped
the casserole dish down onto the retro kitchen counter frowning at the cobbler.Harriet
glanced over at the phone.She called to her mother, "We calling Dad over?"
The silverware rattled.Carole snatched a fork out of the dish tray.A spatula fell
out of the utensil tray into the sink. Carole picked at the cobbler, peeling the pie crust
away. Carole mumbled a reply. Harriet repeated the question again, louder this time.
"Are we calling Dad over?"
Carole groaned, "Why are you asking something like that?"
"Dora-Lee said to get a man to do it ... and the hole in the wall-"
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Carole stabbed at the peaches. "Dora-Lee doesn't know what she's talking about."

*
The next morning, a racket of metal clattering into the tub echoed from the
bathroom. Harriet pushed away from the kitchen table, leaving her chicken nuggets to get
cold. She rushed into the hall, only to run into Carole, holding a grimy pipe in her hand.
Carole glanced into the kitchen. "You've finished with your breakfast?"
Harriet ignored her, reaching for the pipe.
"You'll get your dress dirty," said Carole, lifting the pipe out of reach.
Harriet let her hands slap down to her sides. She pouted a little, then brought her
thumb to her mouth. "Can you fix it now?"
Carole pushed by the couch and coffee table, to a second-hand roller desk that
didn't roll anymore. She flipped open a laptop that was missing keys and jabbed in letters
with her middle finger. "Got to go to the hardware store. Buy some pipe."
Harriet crowded in closer as Carole dropped the pipe down on a stack of unpaid
bills. The smell of the grime and mold permeated the air. Harriet covered her nose, made
a face and stuck out her tongue, gagging. "When?"
"What do you mean when?"
"You going to go today?"
"Why is it only me going anywhere?" Carole squinted at the computer screen.
"You're coming on with me."
Harriet stamped her feet. "I got to go? It'll take that long?"
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Carole gave Harriet a warning look she often gave when she was on the verge of
misbehaving. She turned back to the computer. "May have to ask a few questions, that's
all. You'll like the hardware store."
"I didn't like it when Daddy took me."
Carole bent a bit over the desk, her jaw working like she was chewing bubble
gum. "Is that right, Honey?"
"He was working on the roof. He's good at stuff like that, Mama." Harriet
crinkled up her nose as she poked at the cold, eroded pipe. She broke into a big smile.
"Like Dora-Lee said! Let's just call Daddy and ask him-"
"I can manage fine. We don't have to ask him to do nothing for us!" Carole
snatched off a Post-it note with one hand and scribbled down the address of a hardware
store. She left the pipe on the desk and walked back towards the hallway, tugging her t
shirt over her head. "Put on some shoes, Harriet."
Harriet gave the pipe a long look. She ran back to her room and dragged a pair of
tennis shoes from under her bed, shoes she could slip on. Her mother thundered around in
her bedroom. Then she raged up the hall. Harriet slid on her shoes with a clumsy hop and
raced up to the kitchen. Carole whirled around in the kitchen too, tossing around the pans
and banging the pots into the cabinets. Carole layered the peach cobbler from the
casserole dish into a plastic container mumbling. "Where did she get the idea in her head
to come over here? Talking that nonsense like she knows me! Knew my marriage!"
"Mama?"
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"We're taking this damn bowl back!" With a quick, violent flick of the hand,
Carole dumped in the rest of the cobbler. Her entire body worked at the dried peach and
sugar while she hunched over the sink, scrubbing the glass casserole dish clean.
Harriet watched from the kitchen door. She sidled over to the cobbler, reaching up
and picking at it with her fingers. As she sucked on her fingers, she watched the jerk of
her mother's back and shoulders.
She froze when her mother turned around with a hard expression on her face, but
it softened as she looked at the peach juice on Harriet's face. After wiping the sticky
cobbler from Harriet's lips and hands, Carole gathered the casserole dish and her big
brown purse and led the way across the street. She banged on their neighbor's door. The
sun wasn't quite out, casting the street in a twilight haze. Harriet looked around at the
tidy bed of geraniums and morning glories.
"Hold on a minute," called Dora-Lee's voice. Her heavy footsteps resounded
through her house. She threw open the door, clasping her robe tight with one hand. She
blinked at them. "Carole?"
"I wanted to give you this before I went out for the day." Carole shoved the
casserole dish into Dora-Lee's hands. "Just so you wouldn't have to come all of the way
over later. If you showed up like before, unannounced and all, I might not have been
home to receive you."
They gazed at each other for a moment.
Harriet dragged her attention from the flowers to observe the two, seeing the
tightness in her mother's face and the casserole dish that had started the trouble. Carole
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snapped up Harriet's hand. She dragged Harriet down the stairs with her, saying, "Thank
you, for the cobbler, Dora-Lee. We nearly ate the whole thing in one night!"
Dora-Lee fumbled with the casserole dish. She called after them as Carole and
Harriet marched down the street to the bus stop. "It was no bother at all!"
*

Carole held Harriet's hand as they rode the bus and when they crossed the parking
lot to the hardware store. Harriet lagged behind the whole way-a protest against going
at all. Carole dragged her along like a tugboat, clutching her big purse under her armpit as
they passed under the huge hardware sign into the store and stopped beside the shopping
carts.
Signs were posted all over, customers wheeled around and the cash registers were
ringing. Harriet eyed the storage shelves and the mowers lined up near the cashiers. She
shifted around on her feet the longer they stayed put. She yanked her mother's hand. "Are
we going now?"
Her mother's face pinched. Then she cleared her throat and threw back her
shoulders, sticking out her chest. They struck out into the aisles. Up one aisle stocked
with paint and then down another. After roaming past an array of doorknobs, Harriet
started looking up at her mother in confusion. She dragged her steps some more. When
Carole said nothing, Harriet slowed until her mother gave a full stop in the lamp aisle
under a ceiling fan, beautiful like a copper chandelier. Harriet gazed up at it with childish
awe, but realized that Carole didn't notice the fan or even the store. For a moment,
Harriet watched her mother, frowning.
"Dad could find what we're looking for," Harriet said.
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Carole's head snapped down as Harriet stared straight ahead, though all of the
shelves, even out into the parking lot. Harriet looked as far as her father's house; walked
through his screen door and into the bathroom that didn't have a hole in the wall or a
busted pipe. "We can give him a call and he'll tell us where to find it."
Carole squeezed Harriet's hand and they looked at each other. Carole smiled and
kissed Harriet's forehead, her eyes puffy and dark. "We'll just ask somebody around
here. Lots of people know how to fix pipes here. Not just your Daddy."
"But you don't, Mama?"
"I don't," Carole replied. She sank down and crouched the way she had in the
bathtub. She let her purse slide to the floor and sat rubbing her rough thumb back and
forth over Harriet's hand. Harriet stood alongside her, saying nothing. She stared at the
side of her mother's face, her eyes shining on every little deepening line. Harriet bowed
her head down towards the floor and folded her small hands around her mother's.
Carole lifted her head. A young man in a blue apron with the store's logo passed
by the aisle. Carole perked up, gave Harriet's hand another quick squeeze as she got to
her feet. She snatched her purse up off of the floor and started towards the man. "We just
got to ask somebody, that's all. We'll manage just fine."
Harriet held on tight as they ran.
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We Fought, There Was Nowhere to Go

"I hate you."
Sixteen-years-old, I stopped myself from saying more to my mother. On our way
home from watching a comedy movie, we had started chatting like friends-a mistake.
A moment ago our voices had filled the car to bursting. Forgetting that she was
my mother, my tone, or a thoughtless word, changed it all. The pleasant conversation
about the movie, turned into a difference in opinion, then an argument. I had no bedroom
to storm off to-no door to slam. Soon we were like enemies, which seemed to be
happening more often.
Silence. The wheels of the Civic convertible rumbled over the divider into another
lane. I breathed in the muggy heat of the heater's A/C.
Slumped against the window, I wished I had said nothing at all. Now that it was
out, I wondered what to say or what she'd say. She turned up the new age, hip-hop station
that I had chosen with a snap of her wrist and then leaned against the door's armrest. I
turned the music down again. "I didn't mean that."
But somewhere inside I wasn't sure.
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Technicolor

The coffee machine burbled as the last bit strained into the pitcher. The room was
small and sterile with its white cabinets and stainless steel appliances, all of the amenities
a secretary might need to provide for a finicky boss. Raquel poured the French Roast
coffee into an elegant teacup, the lip curling up and away like a delicate Calla Lily. She
asked, "Did Jill make it in? I haven't seen her."
"And you won't be seeing her." Kaitlin, Raquel's colleague, stirred sugar into a
cup of black coffee. She grinned, swaying her wide hips in a clinging blue skirt. "She got
fired."
"Oh."
Raquel hesitated. She smoothed a finger over the rim of the coffee cup. She
glanced at Kaitlin sideways when she didn't say more. Raquel rolled her eyes and asked
with a sigh, "Why did she get fired?"
Kaitlin grinned at her. "She misfiled something." She tapped the spoon against the
lip of her cup. "You know how it is these days. Downsizing. One screw up and they'll
dump you in the street." Kaitlin leaned a little closer. Her strong perfume wafted up
Raquel's nose. "These days you need a little something extra."
Raquel looked down into Kaitlin's cleavage and then turned away. She opened
the mini refrigerator and took out a blend of cream and vanilla. Kaitlin went back to
stirring the coffee, adding a drizzle of honey, asking, "And how is your job looking,
Raquel? Secure?"
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"I'm good at my job." Raquel picked up the cup and saucer and headed for the
hall, but at the door she added, "My boss doesn't care about anything but results ... Not
something asinine, like that something 'extra."'
Without turning, Kaitlin scoffed.She let her spoon clack against the cup."If he
only keeps looking at 'results,' you'll end up like Jill. And there won't be anything else
for you out there."
Raquel strode down the empty hallway, her heels sinking into the carpet as she
passed a wall of tall windows. She stopped to take a breath.The cup rattled on the saucer
as her hands shook.She couldn't afford to lose her job, and when she took a few steps
she stopped again, struggling to breathe.
A crumbling corporation always sacked the help before they weeded out
executives, who were capable of writing their memos and filing their reports if it meant
they could keep their own jobs. Toss the dead weight from a sinking ship. In the last
week, five secretaries were let go in lower management. And now Jill.Raquel reached in
her pocket for her inhaler."He knows I'm good at my job. I make his work easier, he
wouldn't fire me ..."
She looked up as blue paint speckled over the window at the far end of the hall. A
streak of burnt yellow, swirling with thin wisps of green dripped down.Paint oozed over
the other windows, bathing them in blues, mandarin orange, reds. She stared as the
morning sun bore down on the windows, filtered through the paint, and cast a
kaleidoscope of color over the walls.Raquel reached out to touch the glass, her fingers
seeking out the feel of the paint's vibrancy.
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An office door opened. A stem looking man strode out, wearing a clean pinstriped
suit. He stormed up to the glass, peering down at the street.He said with a frown, "What
is this?Another prank? That group-What was its name, Raquel?"
Raquel moved away from the window. "I'm not sure, Mr.McCormick. I don't
think they have one."
She presented him with his coffee. He ignored the cup, slapping a red folder in his
hands. The word "confidential " was stamped on the front.He looked at Raquel. "No, the
news gave them a name.I remember. They're being called the 'Technicolor Movement."'
He shook his head and strode back into the lobby of his office, which accommodated
Raquel's desk and lounge chairs for visitors to wait. The room was spacious, with a
window of its own.He went to that window, looking down towards the front of the
building. He murmured, "What a ridiculous name ...'Movement'-as if they're trying
to prove something."
Raquel set his coffee down on her desk and hurried to gather a few folders, strewn
over her desk, into a tidy pile. As she patted them into perfect order, she noticed a small
ray of color gleaming over her desk through the door. Mr. McCormick tossed the file he
was holding onto her desk. He picked up his coffee."This copy needs to be hand
delivered as soon as possible to our sister company."
"Yes, sir. I'll have it sent immediately." Raquel reached for the phone and started
dialing for a delivery service.
"Before noon.This report might make the difference in tomorrow's merger
meeting."
She glanced at her watch."It's almost eleven!"
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"I'm counting on you to make this happen. You've never let me down." He
sipped his coffee and gave her a long look. Then, he headed back into his office, saying,
"Well, you've yet to let me down."
The cash flow chart wasn't done. Raquel looked up at Mr. McCormick's back, her
chest tightened and sweat chilled her back. She hadn't finished proofreading three
memos and a business report yet either. She picked up the confidential folder from her
desk, hands shaking. "I'll deliver it right away."
She left the office at a quick pace, trying to shrug on her button down jacket, but
hesitated to stare out of the ruined windows. The paint had thinned, cracking where the
sun had dried it. Her eyes followed the streaks and the bubbles of air caught like pearls in
the paint.
A door slammed down the hall.
Raquel checked her wristwatch and hurried down to the lobby. The police were
already there, questioning the building's security and doormen. She pushed out into a
crowd that created a semicircle around the puddles of paint splattered across the
sidewalk. All faces were turned upwards to the sun. Raquel squeezed closer to the road,
but the crowd suddenly gasped up at the clouds and rushed backwards.
She staggered as people pushed by her and retreated to the brink of the sidewalk.
Raquel twisted around to look up. A splash of magenta stretched across the sky as if it
were alive. It yawned over her. Raquel clutched the folder to her chest and closed her
eyes as the paint enveloped her.
Raquel didn't feel the wet chill of paint. She opened her eyes and wiped her hand
over the red envelope, stopping once she realized no paint was there. She stared at the
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stamp on its front and then around at the street. The people had turned black and gray,
like statues in motion.
Raquel shrank away as the crowd surged forward again. She was pushed out of
the way and sent stumbling into a parking meter. Raquel held onto the folder and took a
moment to breathe. Her hands shook as she fumbled for her inhaler again.
"I'm just tired." She shuffled towards the subway, looked at the red folder and
nodded. The folder was still in pristine condition. "It's okay ...It's okay. I can still make
it.,,
She grabbed the rail, swinging around to rush down the cement stairs.The distant
rumble of the subway in the tunnel echoed up as Raquel walked out onto the station
platform. She glanced over the handful of people waiting.Her eyes lingered on their gray
skin and clothes. She held the folder closer.
The train rumbled along the tracks and coasted to a stop.
Raquel blinked at the windows-the glass stained with color. She rubbed her eyes
as the commuters disembarked. A few of them weren't colorless.They peppered the
crowd. Raquel shoved past everyone, trying not to look at anyone. She had to get on the
subway. She didn't have much time. If she didn't hurry, she wouldn't make it.
She collapsed into a seat, bending over her knees wheezing. Other passengers
were getting on board. She didn't look up, staring at the scuffs on the floor and ignoring
the gray crowd passing by her vision.
"You're holding on pretty tight."
Raquel looked up.
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A man sat opposite of her, wearing red headphones blaring music, and a white t
shirt sprayed with aerosol. Bright, prime colors. He slouched back into his seat, staring at
her.
Raquel tried to focus on something else. The window behind him. She suddenly
realized the window was teal. When she reached out for the hand rail, the metal was
bright purple. Raquel rubbed her eyes again. When she opened them, he was still there.
So were the colors. And so were all the other passengers--colorless.
She clutched the folder tighter, shaking her head. "This isn't right. I'm seeing
things."
The man pulled down his earphones. He stared at her, a smile creeping over his
face. He directed his gaze down towards the folder. "You're holding on pretty tight."
Raquel opened her arms, letting the folder fall to her lap. A buckle had creased
across the middle. Raquel pressed her hands against it, but the buckle reappeared. She
tried to rub it away, only succeeding in leaving stains from her sweating palms. Raquel
opened the folder and glanced inside. The pages were unaffected. She slumped forward
and sighed.
The twenty-something man shifted around in his seat, crossing his arms. Raquel
focused on him. She opened her mouth to speak, but realized the window had changed
color. Tangerine. She stared at it. The lights dotting the subway tunnel flashed by,
sending the color bursting into the car. Raquel glanced around, watching colors wash
over the black and gray passengers. They were fiddling with phones and reading
newspapers-missing it all.
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Raquel held up her hand as a shade of lime slid over her. The folder slipped down
her lap, but she snatched it up before it could slide to the floor. The edges of the red
folder had curled and rough patches were across the surface where it had scrapped against
her coat buttons.
She glanced down at her watch. Without looking at him, Raquel asked the man
with the earphones, "Do you see the colors too?"
He shrugged. "Sure."
Raquel drew the folder closer to her chest. "It's not real."
He stretched and yawned.
"Why am I seeing this?" she asked.
"How should I know? Maybe your reality's fucking dull." He pulled up his
headphones, draping an arm over the seat. He yawned again, and when Raquel started to
ask him what he meant, he had closed his eyes and laid his head back.
Raquel uncovered her watch again.
She could make it in time. She could go back to the office and finish her work for
the day. And tomorrow she would work again. And maybe the day after that. She covered
her watch again.
A cherry-red hue passed over her.
Raquel set the folder down in the seat next to her, leaning back in her seat. These
colors that might disappear like snow, she didn't want to miss them. Raquel spread open
her hands as if she could feel the violets and greens in the air. The subway coasted to a
stop in front of the station where she needed to disembark. She still had time to get to the
office and deliver the folder.
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Raquel didn't move.
The man with the headphones stood up as colorless people pushed their way out
of the car. He smiled at her. Raquel gazed up at him and smiled too. He strolled away,
passing new passengers boarding the car, some with and some without color. Raquel
watched the subway's doors slide closed. She settled back into her seat again and opened
her hands as colors swirled around her.
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Bean Snapping

"I don't want to go." Sixteen-year-old Melanie flopped onto the velvet green
couch, changing the channel from CSI to the Kardashians. She glanced at her mother,
hurrying down the stairs with her soft, oval face pinched as she dug through her purse.
Her father plucked at the collar of his dress shirt, big hands seeming too rough for
such a delicate task. He looked down at Melanie. "It's been eight years since you've been
around so much family. Wouldn't you like to see your grandmother and cousins and-"
"But the concert!" Melanie interrupted.
"Is important too," her mother said, nodding. She pressed a hand to her husband's
square shoulder. He traded looks with her, harrumphed, and went off into the open
kitchen to prep the Kitchen-Aid coffee maker. Melanie's mother crossed her arms.
"Family is family. There will be other concerts, Melanie."
"But I might not be lead next time!" Melanie glared at the television. Her hand
jerked as she mashed down a button to change the channel again. "It took me forever to
get that spot. And O'Neil said that he'd-"
"Don't dramatize this with a boy. You can get the part again." Her mother's tone
matched the hand on her hip and the way she stood rooted to the floor. "And you can
impress a boy some other day."
Melanie sat up, quick and rigid. Her feet came down hard on the floor and opened
her mouth, but her mother planted her other hand on her hip. Melanie threw the remote
onto the couch, looked away, and made a loud groan. She fell back into the cushions,
sinking in.
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Her mother sighed and went into the kitchen.
"It's my fault," her father's voice murmured. "Our schedules just never seemed to
match up ... and the years just go by without seeing any family-"
"Well, we're going now," her mother said.
*

From her grandmother's elevated back porch, Melanie sat in a white, weather
beaten lawn chair overlooking the backyard. Her father and his brothers were huddled
around the barbecue pit, poking and fussing at the pork. Cousins, none of them much
older than eleven, ran around in the yard. Melanie stayed hunched over her phone,
sending a text message to a friend in the school choir. The concert was starting back in
Richmond.
A screen door led into the bright kitchen where her mother and two of her aunts,
Paula and Hattie, sat around an old round table, worn down from years of family dinners.
Today the table was laden with a basin filled with potatoes, ears of com soaking in sugar
water, cinnamon, and nutmeg.
Her mother was breaking up spinach leaves, gasping through laughter. "Addy ran!
She climbed up that tree with that rooster coming right after her!"
Just out of view Grandma Opal manned the stove, the floorboards creaking as she
swayed on her swollen feet in flat house shoes. She tapped the rim of a pan where she
mixed gravy from the drippings of baked honey ham.
"That was a mean rooster. Couldn't get no water with that one around the pump,"
she rasped out in laughter. Grandma Opal shuffled around the old stove with heavy
limping steps. She stood over Melanie's mother and then swung a plastic shopping bag
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onto the table, nodding."Put that spinach in the bucket. Looks like plenty to me. Here's
some string beans that need :fixing for the pot."
Out in the yard, Melanie's father left the grill and came up to the porch. He leaned
heavily on his hip as he pulled himself up the wooden rail. At the top of the stairs, he
mopped his forehead with a rag stuffed in the back of his dress pants. The smell of pork
and barbecue clung to his clothes.
He looked down at Melanie, her fingers flying over the keys of her cell phone.
She mumbled, "Around now, she should be warming up for the solo."
Her father sighed, and surveyed the yard. He waved at the kids hunting down
honeysuckles, and sighed again when he looked back down at Melanie. Suddenly, he
snatched the phone out of her hands. "You've got family all over the place and you're
glued to your phone. Go inside. Talk to somebody!"
"To who?" Melanie threw up her hands and slumped back in her chair. She
frowned at the children romping in the yard, and then turned her attention back to her
phone, swallowed up in her father's hand. "And I'm missing the concert for this ..."
Her father grunted and stuffed the cell phone into his pocket. "You just don't
know your place in all this yet.Go on into the house, Melanie."
"Dad, it's no better in there." She rolled her eyes.
"Help your mother with those string beans if you've got nothing better to do."
Melanie sat up to shoot her mother a pleading look through the screen door. Her
mother glanced up from pouring the string beans onto a newspaper she had spread out on
the table. She smiled at Melanie and her husband. "I'll manage fine on my own."
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As ifthat were the end ofthings, Melanie shrugged and slouched back into the
:chair again. Her father's chest puffed up and he pointed at her, opening his moµth, but the
screen door creaked open.
Melanie and her father look up at Grandma Opal stancfidg•at the door. Her face
shining with sweat, Grandma glanced over Melanie. "You'd sure help the work go
faster."
Her father and grandmother watched as Melanie grimaced, sighed, and finally
hauled herselfout ofher seat. "All right."
Melanie's aunt, Hattie, turned to her brother as they walked back in the kitchen.
"Cecil, you remember when Paula burned you with the hair iron?"
"'Cause he was snooping in my closet," her sister Paula said. They both started to
laugh-their large, plump bodies bouncing in their seats.
Melanie stood off to the side, next to the wide doorway leading into the dining
room. The voices ofher twenty-something year old cousins murmured throughout the
two-story farmhouse. She didn't remember any oftheir names. She wandered around the
kitchen, and her mother nodded to a stool in the comer as they glanced at each other.
Melanie set it down right next to her mother and then climbed onto the cracked, leather
cushion. She looked around the table, her eyes settling on her father's pocket.
Melanie's father ignored his sisters. He kissed his wife on the top ofher head.
Then, he fanned himself. "Woo! I'd rather be outside messing with the pork ribs."
He watched his mother as she hobbled to the stove. For a moment, he busied
himselfwith pouring a glass oflemonade from a pitcher on the counter. He lifted it to his
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lips, but before taking a sip, he said, "Maybe you should sit down for a minute, Ma. No
need to overdo it."
"Watch it." Grandma waved her hand with a dismissive swat. "You'll make me
burn my gravy messing with you."
"Ma ... "
She swayed around with a toothy grin, stamping her feet as if she would chase
after Melanie's father. "Telling me what I can and can't do. I'll tell you what I aim to do
if you don't get on-"
"All right, Mama." He chuckled, abandoning the kitchen for the grill outside.
Grandma Opal made a tired groan as the screen door swung shut. She bent over as
if her back hurt too much to stay upright. The women in the kitchen glanced at her, but
returned to their duties once she straightened up again. Melanie cast her grandmother a
long look, noticing the wrinkles on her knobby hands and the gray in her hair.
"You wouldn't believe it, Melanie," Hattie said, cutting up a potato into cubes.
She winked. "Paula and me, used to climb out our windows."
"Sneak out to some party or some boy!" Paula laughed, her chair creaking.
Melanie glanced at her aunt, and then at her own mother, who was chuckling at a string
bean with a knowing smile.
"Mama always knew it." Hattie shook her head, giggling. "Used to lock us out of
the house-even in winter."
Melanie fiddled with a string bean, while the nimble motion of her mother's
hands produced crisp, popping sounds as she snapped the ends off bean after bean.
Melanie hesitated. "Out of the house?"
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"Of course I locked them out of the house!" Grandma Opal turned, limping on her
bad foot. She gestured at them with her ladle. "A behind leaving the house through a
window don't have no business coming back through a door!"
The women, except for Melanie, laughed. With a violent twisting of her fingers,
Melanie struggled with a bean. She broke the ends with difficulty, unable to make the
same sound as her mother.
"Boys will do that to a girl-make them crazy," Grandma Opal said, watching
Melanie. She swung back towards the stove. "You got a boyfriend, Melanie?"
Melanie sputtered. The women laughed and Melanie looked over at her aunts.
They looked back at her, chuckling. Their small hands maneuvering knives like peelers,
the potato skins falling down in unbroken, spirals. Her mother's hands flew into the bag
and, in two snaps, dispatched a bean to the bucket at their feet, with a knowing smile.
Grandma, peeking at Melanie, said, "No? Yes?"
"Grandma-" She bit back the attitude in her tone. "Ma'am."
"Yeah, she's got one." Grandma Opal laughed a high pitched laugh. "Bet he's in
that choir at your little school." Melanie dropped a string bean on the floor. She stared at
her mother with an annoyed frown.
Her grandmother continued, "Boys like a girl who can sing."
Paula and Hattie nodded.
As Melanie opened her mouth, her mother shot her a stern look. Before, Melanie
had the chance to say anything her grandmother said, "Plenty of boys chasing after me,
since I could sing. Plenty of the boys in the choir too." Grandma Opal glanced behind
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her, as if they might doubt her. She grinned."Slept on the porch plenty ohimes, yes I
did."
The women burst out laughing again.
Grandma Opal stomped her foot, cackling.Melanie looked at her aunts as they
rocked in their chairs, heads bobbing. She gazed at her grandmother's broad, heavy back,
heaving with laughter.An old woman, who used to have the energy to crawl out of her
window and the charm to have a boy waiting for her.A smile twitched Melanie's lips.
Grandma Opal stirred the gravy for a moment or two, and then said, "Sorry to
hear that you're missing your concert."
Her grandmother's head dipped towards her wide chest and Melanie lowered her
eyes to her hands, smile fading as the silence hovered over the kitchen.The back of her
grandmother's neck glistened with sweat and her shoulders stooped."I guess that you're
wishing you were there. When I was your age, I would have been too ... But it's been
nice ...It's been such a long time and all.About eight years."
Her grandmother paused, wiped her eyes with the rag slung over her shoulder.
"Sounds like a long time, doesn't it? I remember when you were about this tall and-"
She hesitated and then turned to look at Melanie.They gazed at each other.
Melanie sat up a little straighter.Her grandmother's mouth puckered a little and she
turned back around."I hope that it won't be another eight years. I might not make it that
long." Her grandmother laughed but no mirth was in it.
Melanie looked over the kitchen again-at her mother's pained expression, the
little knives in her aunt's skillful hands, and the way her grandmother shifted on her
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swollen feet. She realized how little she knew them. How little time she had to learn.
Melanie's mother gave her knee a soft touch.
"It's not the only one I'll have this year," Melanie said. She considered the bean
in her hands again and broke off one end with a crisp, clear snap.

